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ABSTRACT
After the 2018 shooting at Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland,
Florida, students across the United States participated in a national school walkout to
protest school shootings. In conducting this study, I set out to examine two aspects of
youth activism in relation to social media. First, how social media affected pathways to
participation for high school students who participated in the National School Walkout.
Second, how youth used social media in their activism.
Multiple case study (Yin, 2014) was used to explore how eight youth activists who
organized and conducted a march for gun control laws reacted to social media surround the
Parkland shooting and used social media in their subsequent activism. The cases drew on
four data sources: interviews, digital and social media artifacts, and photographs.

The results show that traditional pathways to participation in activism such as being
asked, recruitment by social movement organizations, and identifying as an activist are
still valid pathways. Additionally, all participants cited the Parkland shooting as a key
moment that motivated them to participate. The study also found that social media can
have an impact on these pathways. Seeing other youth participate in activism through
social media can increase self-efficacy among potential participants. Social media can
also bridge gaps in civic opportunities, allowing youth in rural areas to participate in
national-wide movements.
To determine how youth are using social media as part of their activism, a content
analysis of social media artifacts was conducted. The analysis revealed shared practices
in terms of social media posting among youth activists across the country. These
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practices included using social media to post certain categories of post before the walkout
such as gauging interest, promoting the walkout, calling for volunteers, and giving
logistical details. After the walkout, youth tended to post two different types of posts:
posts including gratitude, reflection, and documentation and posts calling for further
action, such as voting. The practices together created a digital repertoire of tactics for
youth who were organizing their schools’ walkouts.
The results affirmed existing literature on pathways to participation and found that
social media can increase self-efficacy in youth by exposing them to peer-aged activists.
The results also showed that youth experienced a shift in civic expression online, initially
silent on social media regarding the Parkland shooting but ultimately using social media
extensively to post both about the walkout and issues of gun violence. The results also
showed Activists used social media as an alternative channel of communication,
particularly when censored by school administration. The participants’ use of social
media also demonstrated how their activism was internet-supported rather than internetbased. Further research is needed to examine how transitions to college impact civic and
political participation among Generation Z students.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
On February 14, 2018, a gunman opened fire on students of Marjorie Stoneman
Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. Altogether, 17 students and teachers were
killed and another 17 were injured (Sassman, 2019). Even as they mourned their
classmates, the Parkland survivors began engaging in activism for gun safety legislation
that would rally youth across the nation. Hours after the shooting ended, senior David
Hogg began calling for action on gun safety legislation in news interviews in front of
Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School (Cullen, 2019). Soon, Parkland survivors
announced they would be putting together a march on Washington, DC, calling for
stricter gun safety laws. March for Our Lives was a student-led demonstration in support
of tighter gun control law that occurred on March 24, 2018, barely a month after the
shooting.
As the Parkland survivors planned their march, the #Enough! National School
Walkout was announced. Inspired by the Parkland students’ response to the shooting, the
walkout was organized by Youth Empower, a subset of the Women’s March group
(Gray, 2018). The walkout occurred on March 14, 2018, exactly 1 month after the
Parkland shooting (Gray, 2018); thousands of students across the country walked out of
their schools. According to the Youth Empower website, students at a total of 2,545
schools participated in the walkouts (Women’s March Network, 2019). Many students
walked out for stronger gun laws whereas some students walked out to commemorate the
victims. For many students, this was their first encounter with activism.
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It seems difficult to believe this sort of movement could have occurred without
social media; the activism occurring after Columbine never spread outside the State of
Colorado. When looking at these youth activists, it is unknown what role social media
played in this movement. Though there is current research that contained a focus on
youth engagement in participatory politics, most research was not focused specifically on
youth activists.
The media coverage of the Parkland students represented a deviation from
scholarly perspectives of youth. Today’s youth are often portrayed as disengaged and less
involved in traditional and disruptive forms of political activity than their predecessors
(Putnam, 2000). The discussion surrounding this detachment of youth from politics
centers around voting turnout, interest, and party membership (Theocharis, 2012). As a
result, youth are positioned in educational research as “uninformed, at risk, or apathetic”
(Stornaiuolo & Thomas, 2017, p. 338). Putnam (2000) argued technology has rendered
citizens uninterested and isolated from civic and political engagement. Furthermore, Ito
and colleagues argued the issue might not be that youth are disengaged, but rather there
are critical differences between the “social, cultural, and institutional worlds of youth and
adults” (Ito et al., 2015, p. 26).
Researchers have examined the online activity of youth activists that is
challenging traditional notions of what it means to be an engaged citizen (Stornaiuolo &
Thomas, 2017; Zuckerman, 2014). Youth activism, sometimes called youth organizing, is
“a form of civic engagement in which young people identify common interests, mobilize
their peers, and work collectively to address quality-of-life and human rights issues in
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their schools and communities” (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012, p. 288). Youth activism
now includes online components as demonstrated by Black Lives Matter and the
DREAMer movement (Kahne & Bowyer, 2018), to highlight two recent examples.
Some scholars have found the role of social media in modern youth activism to be
overstated. Notably, Malcolm Gladwell (2010), a journalist, compared more recent
movements, such as the Occupy Wall Street movement, to the civil rights movement.
Gladwell argued the civil rights movement was high risk activism built on close
interpersonal ties, and it was organized by rigid hierarchal organizations such as the
NAACP and Black churches. Online activism, on the other hand, is based on loose
networks that do not have strong interpersonal ties. Moreover, online movements do not
have a hierarchal nature, which makes it difficult to set goals and gain consensus. Finally,
online activism, according to Gladwell, is low risk compared to the high-risk activism of
the civil rights movement, where participants risked bodily harm or even death.
Pathways to youth participation in activism have been extensively studied long
before the creation of social media. One theory of why people participate in activism is
that they are prompted by key moments, also referred to as moments of moral shock,
triggering events, or epiphanies (Conner, Crawford, & Yoo, 2018). However, Conner et
al. (2018) found many of their participants did not cite a particular key moment and
described their involvement as a gradual process, or a “turn” toward activism. Another
well-established pathway to activism is being asked by a trusted individual, such as a
friend (Passy & Giugni, 2001; Schussman & Soule, 2005). Neither of these theories
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explicitly address or identify the role of social media in youth’s pathways to participation,
a gap my study was designed to fill.
With the rise in the number and use of online platforms, more attention has been
focused on the idea of participatory politics. Participatory politics is defined as
“interactive, peer-based acts through which individuals and groups seek to exert both
voice and influence on issues of public concern” (Cohen et al., 2012, p. iv). These acts
can occur either offline or online, but participatory politics are fostered by the Internet
and social media. Digital networks provide platforms and resources for organization,
coordination, and mobilization (Theocharis, 2012). I would argue these platforms and
resources provided by digital networks were critical for youth in the wake of the Parkland
shooting to enact a nationwide walkout of this scale with little centralized leadership.
Problem Statement and Research Questions
Though scholars have examined what political participation looks like for youth
in this digital age, the focus has not been on youth activism despite the dramatic increase
in the phenomenon in the past 20 years. Much has been studied about the widespread
adoption of social media by youth though little is known about the role of social media in
youth activism. In particular, what remains unknown is the impact of social media in
creating pathways for youth to become involved in large scale social movements such as
Black Lives Matter, DREAMers, or activism related to gun safety legislation. It is also
not fully known how activists are specifically using social media in their activism.

4

Scholars have been studying youth activism in earnest since the late 1960s. Areas
of research on youth political participation in the United States that informed this study
included paths to participation (Kahne, Lee, & Feezell, 2013; Weinstein, 2014), the role
of gender and race (Gordon, 2008; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Riemer, 2016;
Zimmerman, 2012), and the ways in which young people use information and
communication technologies to participate in multiple aspects of the political process
(Fisher, 2012; Rundle, Weinstein, Gardner, & James, 2015). Research involving the
online aspects of youth activism is relatively new, but burgeoning. Research supports that
a participatory culture, a culture in which individuals are not consumers but producers,
can serve as a gateway to civic engagement (Kahne et al., 2012, 2013).
Research into how youth activists use social media is relatively nascent. Earl,
Maher, and Elliot (2017) articulated the need for further research about how youthcentered organizations use social media. Noted media studies scholar Henry Jenkins
(2017, para. 14) stated:
We can learn much by looking at the process by which young people, working in
different political and cultural contexts around the world, are being introduced
into social movements through their cultural participation, the ways they are
finding their voice and learning to spread their messages, the ways they are
organizing and rallying for change.
In making this comment, Jenkins urged others to study how youth are introduced to
social movements and how they are organized; I designed this study to answer that call
by investigating post-Parkland activism. Though scholars have recognized the need to
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study the introduction to and participation of youth in social movements, there have been
few studies focusing on the role of social media specifically and youth activists. Many
researchers have examined youth’s civic engagement or political engagement with regard
to digital media. This study narrowed that focus specifically to social media as a subset of
digital media and activism as a subset of political participation. The purpose of this
multiple case study was to examine the role of social media in youth activism in U.S.
high schools in the months following the Parkland shooting. This study was guided by
the following research questions:
RQ1: How do youth become involved in social movements, and how do social
media shape those pathways?
RQ2: In what ways are youth using social media to organize for change in gun
safety legislation?
Definition of Terms
This section introduces definitions relevant to this study. I selected each term
based on its importance to the concepts in the study and to assist the reader in clarifying
terms in the study.
Activism: action toward inclusion, access, and equity.
Civic engagement: “all the ways in which individuals participate in public life”
(Bala, 2014, p. 766).
Digital media: refers not just to media viewed through an electronic device such
as a computer or phone, but how that media encourages interactivity.
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Political participation: “individual or collective action at the national or local
level that supports or opposes state structures, authorities, and/or decisions regarding
allocation of public goods” (Conge, 1988, p. 247).
Social media: In their article, boyd and Ellison (2007) defined social network
sites, or social media, as:
Web‐based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi‐public
profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom
they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and
those made by others within the system. (p. 211)
Social movement: a term used to describe efforts by large groups of people to
achieve a goal. Snow, Soule, and Kriesi (2008) defined social movements as:
Through which collectivities give voice to their grievances and concerns about the
rights, welfare, and well-being of themselves and others by engaging in various
types of collective action, such as protesting in the streets, that dramatize those
grievances and concerns and demand that something be done about them. (p. 3)
Youth: people between the ages of 14 and 21 years old (Ginwright, 2007).
Youth activism: a form of civic engagement in which “young people identify
common interests, mobilize their peers, and work collectively to address quality-of-life
and human rights issues in their schools and communities” (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012,
p. 288).
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Conclusion
Spurred by the Parkland shooting student survivors, U.S. high school students
worked toward gun safety legislation through activism such as the National School
Walkout Day. I designed this study to examine the role social media played in inspiring
local school walkouts and how the students involved used social media as a tool to
organize activism around gun reform.
Chapter 2 contains a review of relevant literature of youth and new media, the
decline of youth civic and political participation, how scholars are reconceptualizing
participation, how youth become involved in activism, and how these activists are using
digital media. Additionally, I discuss connected learning theory, a theory explaining how
youth get involved with activism as they pursue their interests with the support of friends
or caring adults, and link this interest-based learning to civic engagement, or in this case,
activism.
Chapter 3 includes details of this study’s research design, which was a multiple
case study. In this chapter, I explain why multiple case study was an appropriate design
for answering my research questions. I outline my research procedures, discuss my role
in the study, provide my subjectivity statement, describe the recruitment of participants,
and outline the inclusion criteria for participants. Furthermore, I detail the case study
design, data collection, and analysis.
Chapter 4 presents the results in the form of individual cases. This chapter
contains profiles on each participant that include a brief introduction and background of
the participant, their pathway to participation, the planning of their walkout, a description

8

of the walkout, and what occurred after the walkout. Extensive quotations are used in this
chapter to allow youth perspectives to clarify intent and to privilege youth voice.
Examples of social media artifacts are shared and discussed in this chapter.
Chapter 4 focuses on individual cases and Chapter 5 presents a cross-case analysis
that resulted in five major findings. The first three findings relate to the first research
question regarding youth’s pathways to participation. Finding 1 demonstrates what
traditional pathways youth followed when becoming involved with the National School
Walkout. Finding 2 reveals how exposure to other youth activists on social media can
increase self-efficacy in potential participants. Finding 3 relates to how social media
bridges gaps in civic opportunities among participants. Finding 4 reflects youth practices
regarding social media usage for their walkouts, both before and after the event. Finding
5 shows how those involved in this social movement, rapidly enacted through loose, open
networks, had difficulty finding a shared purpose.
Chapter 6 is a discussion of the results presented in the previous two chapters.
First, I present a brief discussion of how this study aligned with connected learning
theory. Next, I discuss the results for each research question. Two limitations of the study
are presented as well as implications for practice. Finally, I discuss two potential areas for
future study––how the transition to college affects biographical availability for
Generation Z students and how teachers secretly support youth activism in high schools.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
This study was grounded in literature surrounding the state of youth activism
research, how youth become politically and civically involved, and the participatory
practices ascribed to youth. I begin this chapter by providing a foundation of the current
state of youth activism research that includes (a) a brief overview of key works on youth
and social media, including participatory culture; (b) an examination of youth civic and
political participation with new media; (c) an overview of pathways to participating in
activism; and (d) youth activism and social media. Following these sections, I identify the
theoretical framework and articulate the aim of this study in the context of the literature
reviewed.
I began the search for literature in electronic databases using a universal search
tool including major databases such as ProQuest, EBSCOhost, and Taylor and Francis,
but then narrowed the search to focus on specific databases. I established a set of
parameters to determine articles to be included in this investigation and selected articles
based on the following criteria: (a) empirical research articles, (b) published between
2008 and 2019, and (c) focused on youth activists and social media. To collect the
articles, I conducted a keyword search for each journal using a Boolean search that
looked for (youth OR student) AND su(activis*) AND (digital media OR new media OR
social media). A truncation symbol was used for “activis*” so the search would return
results including both “activism” and “activist,” and I then refined this to apply to subject
headings (where available) after results returned articles containing single mentions of
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activism. I conducted this Boolean search in ProQuest, EBSCOhost, and the Francis and
Taylor Social Sciences Index. The search was limited to scholarly (peer-reviewed)
journals.
In an attempt to trace the history of the research related to youth activism, I
searched the ProQuest Global Dissertations and Theses database using the key words
“youth activism” and using a date filter, slowly moving the date filter back until results
began becoming scarce. Using this method, I began reading through the results and
determined the first dissertation on youth activism first appeared in 1970, with a sharp
increase in research after 1970. I then citation mined the dissertations to see the works
these authors referenced. I noted published literature related to youth activism beginning
in a dissertation published in 1972. I then located these books in the union catalog
maintained by OCLC, publicly known as WorldCat. Using these catalog entries, I
isolated two common subject headings (controlled vocabulary used by librarians) to
identify additional monographs: Youth – Political activity – United States and Young
adults – United States – Political activity. These subject headings illustrate a large issue
with research on youth activism; it is rarely labeled “youth activism.” Most research falls
under some form of political engagement, social movement, protest, or other phrase that
might have been pertinent to my research but easy to miss. In addition to my library
research, I read all publications coming out of the Youth and Participatory Politics (YPP)
research network. This network was funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur
Foundation as part of their Digital Media and Learning initiative.
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This literature review pulls from literature on youth activism as well as related
topics such as youth political engagement and youth civic engagement. Research was
garnered from a variety of disciplines, including sociology, social movement, political
science, political communication, the learning sciences, and digital media and learning.
Emphasis was given to literature detailing research in the United States; research on the
use of social media in authoritarian countries, while fascinating, focuses on issues of
censorship and surveillance that are not particularly relevant for U.S. youth.
Youth and Social Media
This section contains an examination of relevant and classic works on how youth
use social media in their everyday lives. The focus of this section is to conceptualize this
study by understanding how youth engage with digital and social media (boyd, 2014; Ito
et al., 2010) and to introduce concepts such as genres of participation (Ito et al., 2010)
and participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006) that are central to scholarship on youth and
political participation later in this review.
In her influential contribution, It’s complicated, danah boyd (2014) explored
teenagers’ use of social media and asked how social media added to the quality of their
lives and what social media detracted from their lives. Essentially, she examined what
was new and what was the same about the lives of teenagers in the age of social media.
She conducted semi-structured interviews with 166 U.S. teenagers between 2007 and
2010, finding that though teenagers still prefer to gather in person, they have less freedom
than previous generations and therefore socialize in networked publics, or publics
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restructured by networked technologies. Networked publics are simultaneously a space
and a collection of people. In other words, social media provides a virtual space for
teenagers to hang out remotely. Social media acts as a “release valve, allowing youth to
reclaim sociality as a tool for managing the pressures and limitations around them”
(boyd, 2014, p. 95).
Genres of Participation
Ito and colleagues (2010) examined how new media was taken up by youth
practices and agendas in their book, Hanging Out, Messing Around, and Geeking Out.
The authors conducted a 3-year ethnographic investigation on youth’s new media
practices. They collected 23 case studies centered on the United States with the goal of
describing and documenting youth practices of engagement with new media. The authors
made a primary distinction between two types of participation: friendship-driven and
interest-driven. Friendship-driven genres of participation refer to practices centering
around other youth known from school or extracurricular activities such as church, sports,
or other local activities. Interest-driven practices focus on “specialized activities,
interests, or niche and marginalized identities” (Ito et al., 2010, p. 16). The authors
identified three genres of participation as an alternative approach to categorizing media
access through this investigation: hanging out, messing around, and geeking out. Hanging
out refers to using these technologies to socialize with friends, aligning with boyd’s
(2014) findings. Messing around means using the Internet and digital media to search for
information online or to tinker with media in relatively casual and experimental ways.
Geeking out is a more involved use of technology in which youth pursue a specialized
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area of knowledge or interest. Geeking out leads to the next pattern of participation
among youth and digital media, which is participatory culture.
Participatory Culture
One new form of participation is what Jenkins (2006) dubbed participatory
culture, or a culture having low barriers of entry, affording creative and artistic
expression with support for creating and sharing with peers. In addition, a participatory
culture often has an informal mentorship component through which the more experienced
pass along knowledge to novices. Participants in a participatory culture feel their
contributions matter and share social connections with other participants. The idea of
participatory culture predates the Internet; Jenkins first coined the term in his 1992 book
titled, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture, an ethnographic
account of a media fan community. Today, the concept of participatory culture has
expanded to embrace the role of digital media; the Internet has made it easier than ever to
connect to others with similar interests, has eased communication, and has given youth
new tools to aid in production.
Thus far, research on youth’s social media usage and participation is wellestablished. Social media provides teenagers a networked public in which to hang out
when restricted by parents or resources from hanging out in person (boyd, 2014). Their
use of social media can fall into two main genres of participation––friendship-driven or
interest-driven (Ito et al., 2010). Interest-driven participation can lead to participatory
culture. In the next section, I examine whether social media has redefined the way in
which youth engage in political and civic participation.
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Youth Civic and Political Participation
Are youth uninterested and disengaged when it comes to civic and political
participation? Or are they engaged in ways that differ from previous generations’ patterns
of participation? In this section, I describe the debate surrounding civic and political
participation by youth. Then, I summarize the classic work by Robert Putnam, Bowling
Alone, to examine his argument about the decline of civic and political participation in
the United States. Finally, I outline scholars’ reactions to Putnam.
Decline of Civic and Political Participation
When scholars refer to the deficit model of youth civic and political participation,
they typically refer to Bowling Alone, in which Putnam (2000) detailed the decline of
civic and political activity in the United States as represented by membership in various
civic, political, and leisure organizations. Putnam argued that technology, in particular
television, has rendered citizens uninterested and isolated from civic and political
engagement (Putnam, 2000). Putnam was concerned with social capital, or connections
among individuals, particularly in the form of social networks. For Putnam, a decline in
public activity signified a decline in social capital for the American public; he ended his
book with a challenge to adults, educators, and young people to “find ways to ensure that
by 2010 many more Americans will participate in the public life of our communities –
running for office, attending public meetings, serving on committees, campaigning in
elections, and even voting” (Putnam, 2000, p. 412).
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In reaction to Putnam’s declination model, scholars have responded by saying
youth may not be engaged in traditional forms of participation, as described above, but
rather new forms of participation, which often revolve around new media. Next, I detail
three conceptualizations of new forms of engagement that encompass the core of new
media.
Redefining Participation
Researchers disputing Putnam’s claims have generated several conceptual
frameworks to understand the political lives of youth and the role of new media in those
lives. These include three frameworks for exploring how people engage in civics or
politics while using new media: participatory civics, participatory politics, and connected
civics. Each can be used to explain the new ways in which people, particularly youth, are
engaging in new forms of engagement.
Participatory civics. Zuckerman (2014) proposed the term participatory civics
“to refer to forms of civic engagement that use digital media as a core component and
embrace a post-‘informed citizen’ model of civic participation” (p. 156). Zuckerman
sought to understand why young people are drawn to new forms of engagement and why
these movements succeed or fall short. He emphasized he was not ridiculing online forms
of activism, nor was he unequivocally celebrating them; rather, he wanted to understand
the shortcoming of these new forms of civic engagement. He directly responded to
Putnam’s assertion of there being a crisis in civics. He focused on the broadening
definition of civics and the shift in the definition of citizenship in order to understand the
impact of online activism and other forms of civic engagement. Zuckerman stressed the
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importance of participants being able to see their impact on the issues they are trying to
influence. Those engaging in participatory civics have grown up with participatory
media; participants are used to sharing their perspectives online and seeing how many
people read and interact with what they have shared. Because participatory civics is
driven by passion, issues can cut across partisan lines and create new coalitions, but also
because they are driven by passion, initiatives may not align with governmental and
regulating body priorities. Zuckerman was careful not to argue for the superiority or
inferiority of participatory civics; he stated his intent was to document the increase in this
form of civics and to introduce debate. The focus of participatory civics is to consider
how the media (platform) was used and what it was used for. Zuckerman identified the
main issue with participatory civics is not a dearth of public spaces; but as an
overabundance of them. With everyone simultaneously voicing their concerns about
competing issues, finding audiences to listen becomes difficult. The final questions
Zuckerman left his readers with were how do we teach civic participation to a generation
of digital natives? How do we help youth use digital tools to become participatory,
passionate, and effective civic actors?
Participatory politics. With the rise of online platforms, more attention has been
given to the idea of participatory politics. Participatory politics are defined as
“interactive, peer-based acts through which individuals and groups seek to exert both
voice and influence on issues of public concern” (Cohen et al., 2012, p. iv). These acts
can occur either offline or online, but participatory politics are fostered by the Internet
and social media.
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The original white paper on participatory politics (Cohen et al., 2012) focused on
(a) who was online, (b) what they were doing, (c) how commonly youth used digital
media to engage in participatory politics, and (d) how important a dimension that was in
their political life. The authors also examined what factors made engagement in
participatory politics more likely. Of interest was whether new media had the capacity to
facilitate equitable distribution of political participation among youth from different
racial and ethnic groups. Finally, the authors examined whether participatory politics
influenced the quantity and diversity of news and information participants encountered.
Additional studies surrounding participatory politics examined the political
significance of online activities and social networks (Kahne & Bowyer, 2018) and youth
experiences with political discourse (Middaugh, Bowyer, & Kahne, 2017). These studies
were quantitative; they provided information regarding the extent to which youth were
engaging in participatory practices, but did not describe why youth were participating or
specifically how they were participating. Studies examining youth engagement with
activism inside and outside organizations (Elliott & Earl, 2018) and how social
movement organizations (SMOs) inclusively recruit (Elliott, Earl, & Maher, 2017) have
been conducted by coding web addressable spaces (e.g., websites, social media).
Qualitative studies of how youth are using digital media for political and civic
engagement are detailed in more depth later in this chapter.
Connected civics. Ito and colleagues (2015) proposed a framework called
connected civics “for identifying and supporting points of connection and synergy
between young people’s agency in peer networks, their interests, and civic opportunity in
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an era of participatory politics” (p. 25). Connected civics represents a form of learning
that is interest-driven but also in service of achieving civic voice and influence.
Connected civics can be supported by a variety of groups, including interest-driven
groups such as the Harry Potter Alliance, shared identity groups such as DREAMers, or
youth–adult alliances such as Youth Radio (Ito et al., 2015). Like Zuckerman, the
authors’ central question involved supporting youth’s learning and development: “How
can we support young people’s learning and development of deeply personal and
culturally resonant forms of civic legacy?” (Ito et al., 2015, p. 12). Unlike the previous
frameworks, the focus within connected civics is on learning, particularly the connections
between spaces of youth cultural production, agency, and youth’s civic and political
worlds. Connected civics differs from participatory politics in that not all participatory
politics activities are tied to deeply felt interests. For example, one can sign an online
petition, but it may not be about an issue tied to a personal belief. Likewise, youth can
engage in fandom and achieve agency in public spheres not related to a civic cause; this
activity would fall in the participatory culture overlap. Connected civics requires an
overlap of all three domains: agency and peer culture, interests and affinity, and civic
opportunity (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Connected civics.
Critiques of New Conceptualizations of Political and Civic Engagement
Critics have responded to conceptualizations of new engagement with a number
of critiques. First, the popularity of online platforms pulls money away from traditional
organizations. Second, online activism pulls energy away from offline activism. Third,
there is concern about whether participatory models are truly fair and inclusive; there
may be a digital divide between more affluent and connected communities and poorer,
less connected communities.
A debate in this field of scholarship surrounds whether online activism is truly
activism. Gladwell (2010) pointed out the risk in online activism is very low compared to
that of offline activism. For his example, he used the civil rights movement as an
example of “real” activism with high risk in that people were beaten and killed. Gladwell
argued social media has not increased motivation to participate, but rather participation
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itself; but only if the participation does not ask too much. This type of activism is
commonly termed slacktivism, meaning “political activities that have no impact on reallife political outcomes, but only serve to increase the feel-good factor of the participants”
(Christensen, 2011, p. 1).
Zuckerman (2014) countered Gladwell’s argument by stating mobilization needs
to be understood on a continuum running from “thin” civic engagement (e.g., changing a
profile picture or circulating a video online) to “thicker forms” of civic and political
engagement (e.g., leading a protest, organizing a fundraiser). Thin engagement is not
necessarily online; it can entail showing up for a rally, protest, or walkout, but it does
imply that someone else has done the thinking and planning (Zuckerman, 2014). Thicker
forms of engagement require the participant to do the thinking; Zuckerman used the
example of Occupy camps as thicker engagement, where camp residents had to figure out
the logistics of the camp, what issues the protest would focus on, and how to enact both.
Responding to Gladwell’s critique, Zuckerman emphasized that thin does not necessarily
mean trivial. These activities occur on a continuum. On the vertical axis (see Figure 2),
Zuckerman added another continuum of instrumental, which refers to engagement having
a direct, specific theory of change, and voice, which refers to expressing dissatisfaction
with a firm or a nation in the hopes of changing its path.
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Figure 2: Zuckerman’s axes of civics.
In this section, I examined three current conceptualizations of youth’s political
and civic participation. Two of these models, participatory politics and connected civics,
focus specifically on youth; the third model, connected civics, acknowledges that youth
are the most likely to participate in this manner. All models are concerned with questions
of how adults, and in particular educators, can support or help youth become civic actors.
Connected civics encompasses the theoretical framework of connected learning and thus
focuses more on learning and development than the other two frameworks. The existence
of three separate conceptual models by different scholars points to evidence that new
media is widely accepted as influencing the way youth participate in political and civic
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activities. Criticism of these new models was also addressed. In the next section, I
examine gaps in civic engagement and political participation, what factors contribute to
these gaps, and how social media can bridge gaps.
Civic Opportunities
In order to participate in civic and political life, youth need not only the
motivation to participate but also the opportunity. Participation varies greatly based on
factors such as socioeconomic status, parental education, gender, race, and access. In this
section, I review these participation gaps and briefly introduce how some scholars claim
the Internet and social media can bridge these gaps.
The gap in civic participation opportunity has been explored by numerous
researchers (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Gaby, 2017; Kahne & Sporte, 2008). Flanagan
and Levine (2010) explored sets of factors that contribute to a lower rate of civic
engagement among lower income youth and youth from marginalized groups.
Cumulative disadvantage, or “the unequal opportunities and influences before adulthood”
(Flanagan & Levine, 2010, p. 159), which includes parental education, was the first major
factor. The second factor was different institutional opportunities between collegeattending and non-attending youth. The settings in which youth are involved (e.g.,
educational institutions, community organizations, churches, activist organizations, and
the military) offer differing opportunities for civic engagement.
In further exploring the civic participation gap, Gaby (2017) examined survey
results of 12th-grade students from 1976 to 2009 to identify how levels of participation
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changed and varied across sociodemographic groups. She found youth with higher
socioeconomic status participated more in the three categories she examined: electoral
politics, volunteering, and social movements (Gaby, 2017). Males participated less than
females and non-Whites participated less than Whites. Parental education played a role as
youth with more educated parents participated more than youth with parents with lower
levels of education. Though the civic gap remains and continues to persist, claims about
steep declines in participation are overstated; Gaby found civic engagement is on the rise.
Pathways to civic and political participation are deeply influenced by gender
(Gordon, 2008). Gordon (2008) found clear disparities between boys’ and girls’ mobility
and independence influencing their ability to become civic actors. When looking at
gendered relations to parental power, Gordon found that boys have more independence,
mobility, and confidence in dealing with parental authority and view parental authority as
something that can be managed. Conversely, girls identify parents as major obstacles to
political participation and must often withhold information or lie in order to get into
public arenas to participate in political and civic action (Gordon, 2008). Ultimately,
parents allow boys greater freedom and girls less, which results in girls having a more
difficult time participating in the political arena as they must balance maintaining
harmonious relationships with parents with gaining the mobility needed (Gordon, 2008).
Gender is not the only factor that affects participation; a significant participation
gap exists between Whites and non-Whites. As previously mentioned, unequal access to
opportunities for youth of color come from unequal access to institutional opportunities
and the cumulative socioeconomic and educational disadvantages (Flanagan & Levine,
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2010). In terms of institutional opportunities, Kahne and Sporte (2008) confirmed that
youth of color get fewer school-based civic opportunities than White students. Although
African Americans are often portrayed as less civically engaged, in actuality they
participate in political activities such as campaigning, voting, contacting officials, and
voting as much or more than Whites if education, income, and occupation are held
constant (Frasure & Williams, 2002). When controlling for the same factors, Latinx tend
to participate less because of naturalization and residency requirements (Frasure &
Williams, 2002). Opportunities to engage civically are often initiated by being asked;
however, people of color are less likely to be asked to participate by politicians and
activists (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). In addition, social trust is strongly
correlated to civic engagement (Flanagan, 2013), though people of color are more likely
to have less social trust based on previous experiences with prejudice and discrimination
(Torney-Purta, Richardson, & Barber, 2004).
Access is a major issue for youth wishing to participate in activism (Kirshner,
2008). Youth might be ready, willing, and able to participate but not have access to
forums where decisions are being made or risk not being taken seriously by adults. Elliott
and Earl (2018) found that most social movement websites do little to recruit youth.
Adults can provide access to resources and networks that are unavailable to youth (Earl et
al., 2017) and scholars have shown adults can guide youth development into civic and
political participation (Gordon, 2015; Kirshner, 2008). This research is somewhat
troubling because it reinforces the idea that youth are not capable of political
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socialization on their own and must have guidance, but it does explore how institutions
can offer institutional opportunities to youth of color.
Scholars such as Cohen and Luttig (2016) have argued that social media helps
youth become more politically engaged, especially lower income and marginalized youth.
They found African American and Latinx youth consume more political news from
traditional sources and social media than White youth. The authors found White youth
were less engaged with political news than were youth of color. In addition, youth of
color were more likely to visit websites directed toward people of color. They also found
negative relationships for social media usage and mother’s educational attainment; the
lower the mother’s level of educational attainment, the higher the social media use by the
youth. This means lower socioeconomic status youth are more engaged on social media
than their peers with more socioeconomic resources. The authors argued that using social
media predicts more political engagement as time passes. By using new media to bypass
traditional gatekeepers, youth are mobilized by their social media usage.
Youth Activism
This section contains a focus on the literature surrounding my research questions
in more depth. First, I focus on the pathways leading youth to participate in activism.
Then, I provide an overview of the current state of research on youth activism as it relates
to social media.
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Pathways to Participation
In this section, I discuss pathways to political and civic participation, including
activism. I begin by exploring how youth are introduced to activism through trusted
individuals. Then, I examine research on how organizations promoting social
movements, known as social movement organizations (SMOs), recruit participants, with
special attention given to the role of the Internet. This leads into an examination of how
fandoms and celebrity use of social media serve as pathways to participation. Finally, I
examine research identifying key moments as motivation to participate in activism, along
with research that disputes this claim.
One of the oldest and most established pathways to participation is simply being
asked to participate. Potential participants are far more likely to join a social movement if
approached by someone they trust (Klandermans & Oegema, 1987). Being asked to
participate has been found to be one of the strongest predictors of participation in a social
movement (Passy & Giugni, 2001; Schussman & Soule, 2005). Putnam (2000)
emphasized social capital’s importance in civic and political engagement; this finding
supported his thesis. The conclusion that being asked is the strongest predictor rests on
the idea that people with similar interests or other commonalities, such as attending the
same church, will be likely to join common organizations, including SMOs. Furthermore,
Klandermans and Oegema’s (1987) model of mobilization includes being asked as a vital
component.
SMOs also actively recruit participants in a variety of ways. SMOs have been
considered crucial to the success of movements by social movement scholars (Elliott &
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Earl, 2018). Before the Internet was available to the general public, SMOs used mass
media, direct mail, ties with organizations, and friendship ties to recruit participants
(Klandermans & Oegema, 1987).
Middaugh and Kahne (2011) identified the Internet as the main recruitment
method for SMOs by conducting a two-wave survey of youth. The first wave of youth
surveyed were high schoolers ages 16 to 17. The second wave included youth ages 19 to
22. The authors measured recruitment by asking whether the youth had received any of
the following types of requests in the past year: issue requests, campaign requests,
requests to contact elected officials, and requests to protest. They also asked how these
requests were made, which they collapsed into three categories: Internet, in person, and
other such as phone or mail. Results of their study, which was designed to understand the
implications of digital media in the civic and political lives of young people, showed the
youth in their sample were more likely to be recruited by the Internet than by other means
(e.g., in person or by phone recruitment; Middaugh & Kahne, 2011). Recruitment,
whether by the Internet or other means, is not universally effective; it is more effective
for certain spheres of activity than others (Middaugh & Kahne, 2011). The recruitment
request and the activity being targeted need to match in order to be effective (Middaugh
& Kahne, 2011). For example, Internet-based requests were unlikely to result in voting or
political organization membership. Youth with greater Internet skills were more likely to
be recruited via the Internet (Krueger, 2006).
Youth can also become politically and civically active through participation in
fandoms. Jenkins (2012) defined fan activism as:
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Forms of civic engagement and political participation that emerge from within fan
culture itself, often in response to the shared interests of fans, often conducted
through the infrastructure of existing fan practices and relationships, and often
framed through metaphors drawn from popular and participatory culture. (1.8)
Fan activism is a different form of activism than social movements. Social movement
scholars term fan activism as emerging from movement societies, in this case meaning
protest as a general problem-solving process that can be applied to a varied array of
topics and subjects, some of which are not normally the subject of protest (Earl &
Kimport, 2009). Virtually unheard of in the 1960s and 1970, when protests were at their
peak, fan activism has grown rapidly (Earl & Kimport, 2009). Fan activism emerged as a
new way to recruit young people into political activism (Earl et al., 2017).
A different link between fandom and activism was explored by L. Bennett (2014)
as she examined how celebrities, in this case Lady Gaga, can mobilize audiences toward
philanthropic and activist causes. Unlike fanactivism, which focuses on how fan culture
leads to activism, L. Bennett proposed that celebrities can leverage their social media as a
tool to promote their causes and generate a response from fan networks. An example
highlighted was Lady Gaga using Twitter and YouTube to encourage fans to call their
senators and ask for a repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT), a policy that restricted
those in the U.S. military from revealing their sexual orientation. Fans responded to
Gaga’s call for action on social media by not only calling their senators but recording
their calls, posting the videos on social media, and tagging Gaga. In the case of two girls
contacting their senator for the first time, the senator actually responded by video on
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YouTube to their request and pledged to support the repeal of DADT. This study showed
that celebrity use of social media platforms can reach audiences that have never engaged
in philanthropy or activism previously (L. Bennett, 2014).
Though Putnam (2000) argued television was responsible for the decline of civic
and political engagement, other scholars (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2016) pointed to fan
activism to argue the opposite––popular culture can serve as a connection to political and
civic worlds for youth. Much like Putnam’s bowling leagues (Putnam, 2000), fan
communities allow a space for youth to gather and converse, and much like the bowling
leagues, conversations regarding civic and political issues might emerge. KliglerVilenchik (2016) described three organizations of fan activism specifically employing
mechanics of translation, or “practices through which the same activities and social ties
that bring fan participants together are deployed to support participatory politics” (p.
109). These groups support participatory politics in a variety of ways, such as by
providing a social environment encouraging reflection and discussion of politics, by
encouraging production and circulation of content borrowing from content worlds, and by
using analogies from content worlds to think about political issues (Kligler-Vilenchik,
2016). The most important facet of fandom leading to political activism is community
building (Duncombe, 2012); in other words, the generation of social capital, exactly what
Putnam (2000) argued made civic organizations so important.
One theory to explain why people participate in activism is they are prompted by
key moments, also referred to as moments of moral shock (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995),
triggering events (Han, 2009), or epiphanies. The metaphor of conversion, as in religious
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conversion, has been used by scholars to describe this sudden move toward activism
(Han, 2009; Jamison, Wenk, & Parker, 2000), with Jamison and colleagues (2000)
calling it a “moral conversion” (p. 309). Jasper and Poulsen (1995) proposed moral
shocks, “when an event or situation raises such a sense of outrage in people that they
become inclined toward political action, even in the absence of a network of contacts” (p.
498), can serve as a functional equivalent of social networks by drawing people in based
on their existing beliefs.
For example, in the first mayoral election in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina
in 2005, incumbent Mayor Ray Nagin had strong support from African American voters
but less than 10% support from White voters. Over half of the residents of New Orleans
were still residing out of state and the majority of those residents were poorer, less
educated African Americans. Mitch Landrieu, Nagin’s opponent, looked poised to win.
By traditional measures of political participation, physically absent residents were not
educated nor did they have resources (e.g., financial, transportation). However, the
residents were highly motivated, overcoming massive barriers to be able to vote. Citizens
had to request absentee ballots by a designated date. Making things more difficult, first
time voters had to vote in person according to Louisiana law, which meant transportation
had to be arranged from neighboring states to New Orleans on election day. In addition,
those making the journey had to contend with poorly labeled polling sites, confusing
lines, and missing names on voter rolls. Still, despite what scholars have posited about
who is politically engaged, Nagin won his re-election campaign (Han, 2009). Han (2009)
suggested a triggering event, in this case Katrina, served as a motivator for under
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resourced people to become politically engaged and overcome barriers to participation in
order to vote.
Unlike previous findings pointing to triggering events as motivators for
participation, Conner et al. (2018) found many of their participants did not cite a
particular key moment and described their involvement as a gradual process, or a “turn”
toward activism. Their study of the recent resurgence of activism on college campuses
showed college student activists have different ways of negotiating their identities as
student activists (Conner et al., 2018). Though some unhesitatingly accept that label,
other students remain ambivalent about labeling themselves as activists (Conner et al.,
2018). Regardless, the findings support that today’s college students develop their activist
identities slowly over time (Conner et al., 2018). Conner et al. rarely found evidence of a
clearly demarcated seminal moment or key moment as other scholars (Han, 2009;
Jamison et al., 2000; Jasper & Poulsen, 1995) have described.
This section outlined several pathways leading youth to engage in activism. Older
studies showed that being asked by a friend and being recruited by an SMO were
traditional pathways to activism. Scholars have conducted updated research on how
SMOs are recruiting youth through the Internet by looking at SMO websites. A minor but
potentially relevant strand of research relates to how key moments lead people to
activism; I anticipated this theory would be validated by my study based on the findings
from my pilot study. Finally, fan activism is the one pathway detailed within the current
research that really explains in depth how new media, such as social media, can lead to
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activism; having said that, based on my pilot study results, it is doubtful that fandoms had
much impact on students’ decision to walk out for gun safety laws.
How Youth Activists are Using Digital Media
In an effort to better understand the role of social media in youth activism today,
in this section I examine how youth are using digital media. I highlight participatory
practices, civic expression, the convergence of online and offline activity, hashtivism,
and race. This research directly informed my second research question.
Participatory Practices
Drawing on interviews with 70 civically and politically active youth, Rundle and
colleagues (2015) determined five participatory practices used by youth with new media
and discovered three distinct approaches to participation: casual, purposeful, and
strategic. A strategic approach, which is the most rare, occurs when youth use digital
media in informed, tactical, or creative ways with explicit goals and with the intention of
taking steps to meet their stated goals (Rundle et al., 2015). Fewer than 10% of
respondents employed strategic approaches (Rundle et al., 2015). Purposeful approaches
mean youth leverage the affordances of digital media for action. Though purposeful users
might have specific goals, they also might realize digital action may not be sufficient for
achieving their end goals. Casual approaches are the most common and require the least
amount of thought or effort (Rundle et al., 2015). Googling a topic of civic or political
interest would be the epitome of a casual approach. The authors argued these approaches
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can be expressions of digital civic imagination, or the ability to imagine and enact a
better future (Rundle et al., 2015).
Civic Expression
Weinstein (2014) investigated patterns characterizing the relationships between
youth’s online civic expression and offline civic engagement. Pulling from a sample of
70 civically engaged youth in the United States, she identified three patterns of offline
and online civic expression: blended, bounded, and differentiated (Weinstein, 2014).
Blended patterns refer to engaging in civic expression across all social media platforms.
Differentiated patterns mean youth express themselves civically on some but not all of
the platforms they use. Youth displaying differentiated patterns may consider some
platforms “professional” and other platforms “personal.” Bounded patterns refer to youth
who refrain from expressing their civic beliefs and work online (Weinstein, 2014).
In a follow-up study with the same sample used by Weinstein (2014), researchers
(Weinstein, Rundle, & James, 2015) examined changes in patterns of online civic
expression. Their findings showed an overall trend of youth silencing their online civic
expression, with many of the original participants who displayed blended or
differentiated patterns moving to bounded patterns. Participants cited numerous factors
for the shift in online civic expression, including concerns or experiences with backlash,
moving from the role of a college student to a working professional, increased awareness
of their online audiences, and a general decline in civic participation (Weinstein et al.,
2015). Uncivil discourse online was also cited as a reason for the quieting of civic
expression online (Weinstein et al., 2015).

34

Convergence of Online and Offline Activities
Hirzalla and van Zoonen (2011) were specifically interested in how youth’s
online and offline activities interact. In looking at whether and how online and offline
civic activities converge, they proposed the convergence occurred in participation nodes,
or “activities that jointly conducted as they share qualities and/or complement each other”
(Hirzalla & van Zoonen, 2011, p. 482). The concept of participation nodes emerged from
research of offline activities. The authors identified four participation modes in which
online and offline activities may converge: politics, activism, consumption, and sharing
(Hirzalla & van Zoonen, 2011). The most important finding from this study is youth ‘s
participation is relatively independent of place, meaning online activities are not
necessarily more popular than offline activities (Hirzalla & van Zoonen, 2011).
Hashtivism
Hashtivism refers to hashtag activism, or online activism using hashtags to enable
others to show their support for a given cause. Recent hashtivism examples include
#BlackLivesMatter, #NeverAgain, and #MeToo. Ramirez and Metcalfe (2017) pointed to
social media as critical in raising awareness, particularly in Mexico where the media has
been largely silent or favors the authorities’ version of events. In 2014, a total of 43
student teacher activists were forcibly taken into custody by police and never seen again.
Two students’ remains have been identified from mass graves; the remaining 41 are still
missing. The authors focused on social media use, and hashtivism in particular. After
analyzing Twitter for tweets with hashtags associated with the 2014 student teacher
disappearance, the authors identified five categories: solidarity with the 43 missing
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students, denouncing state violence, criticisms over irregularities in the investigation,
calls for mobilization, and backlash against supporters of the missing students (Ramirez
& Metcalfe, 2017).
Hashtivism not only enables people to show support for a given cause, it can
amplify messages about marginalized groups. The #SayHerName campaign drew
attention to police brutality against Black women, who are often not highlighted in the
#BlackLivesMatter movement (Brown, Ray, Summers, & Fraistat, 2017). Brown et al.
(2017) analyzed 463,957 tweets containing the hashtag #SayHerName and found that
most users using the hashtag were activists. On Twitter, the hashtag was used to raise
consciousness about the deaths of Black women and to demand action. The social media
activism demonstrated an intersectional aspect as 12% of the tweets mentioned Black
transgendered women (Brown et al., 2017).
Hashtivism poses ethical questions as well. In the case of the #IAmMalala and
#BringBackOurGirls campaigns, the use of hashtags and tweets reproduced problematic
concepts of girlhood in the Global South (Berents, 2016). In particular, both campaigns
reinforced the narrative of victimized childhoods, or what some have named childhood
politics. Girls are typically portrayed in one of two ways: either victims or heroines.
Berents (2016) argued such portrayals can also reproduce neocolonial power relations, as
they imply that intervention from the Global North is needed. Berents concluded that
though retweeting support for these campaigns by the Global North may be wellintentioned, the act can be perceived as indulgent and narcissistic.

36

Social Media as Counterpublics
Social media can serve as a counterpublic for people with minoritized identities
(Jenzen, 2017; Linder, Myers, Riggle, & Lacy, 2016). Activists challenging the rape
culture on college campuses have identified social media as a space where they can
discuss intersections of power, identity, privilege, and sexual assault. A need for this
space arose from mass media’s portrayal of sexual assault victims as being White, pretty,
young, and thin. Survivors of color, trans survivors, and queer survivors turned to social
media to share their stories that were absent from mainstream media. Trans and gender
questioning youth use social media to explore online trans youth online cultures and
counter a cis-normative Internet (Jenzen, 2017). Platforms such as Tumblr serve as
important counterpublics for marginalized youth, partially because parents are absent
from this space (unlike Facebook; Jenzen, 2017).
Counterpublics allow youth activists to counter oppositional depictions of their
identities. DREAMers, or undocumented youth activists, have leveraged social media for
“coming out,” which in this context means publicly declaring their undocumented status
(Zimmerman, 2016). These coming out events do not happen exclusively online; coming
out can occur at protests, meetings, through social media, or any combination thereof.
Zimmerman (2016) termed a personal narrative shared across platforms a transmedia
testimonio and argued that transmedia testimonios construct bonds of solidarity and
collective identification among DREAMers while also allowing youth to counter mass
media depictions of undocumented persons.
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Activists’ Use of Social Media
In the United Kingdom, Hopkins and Todd (2015) looked at social media usage
by college student activists during the Newcastle Occupation in 2010. These students
used a blog, a Facebook page, and Twitter to create an “intentionally dialogic space”
(Hopkins & Todd, 2015, p. 37). Content and changes to the blog were discussed and
agreed on as a group throughout the occupation. Social media afforded activists the
ability to “formulate, develop and distribute demands from their universities and
government without an external interference from the authorities or the mainstream
media” (Hopkins & Todd, 2015, p. 38). Students used social media, a form of
communication with which they were already familiar, to promote their cause,
communicate with their fellow activists, and create support for their actions.
Race
Research on youth activism includes research on the importance of race in the
political context of youth. Watts and colleagues (2003) explored theories and concepts
relevant to sociopolitical development with an emphasis on oppression in the African
American community. In particular, Ginwright, a prominent scholar and activist, has
extensively studied the ways in which urban, African American youth navigate the
constraints of poverty and fight for equality in schools (see, for example, Ginwright,
2010; Ginwright, 2015; Ginwright, Noguera, & Cammarota, 2006). Though I did not
focus my study on race, I hoped to include a diverse sample of participants, particularly
as marginalized groups are more likely to experience gun violence.
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Perhaps the most closely related study to mine is Riemer’s (2016) white paper
regarding Black marginalization, new media, and contemporary Black activism. Riemer
examined activism revolving around police brutality, which in many instances includes
shootings. Though the focus of this activism revolves around racial injustice, I view this
study as the most similar to mine. Riemer discussed how trauma can be collective as a
result of mass indirect exposure to events. He used the example of the terrorist attacks of
September 11th as an example of collective trauma and argued that perpetual racial crises
cause public collective trauma. He viewed the murder of Trayvon Martin and the
acquittal of George Zimmerman as traumatic events for the Black community. He
described the murder of Trayvon Martin as a pivotal moment that parallels the research
on key moments already reviewed. Observations of Black Youth Project meetings and 19
semi-structured interviews made up the data sources for this qualitative study. Findings
that potentially informed my study were the participants’ opinions on new media that
included how new media expanded communication, the increased ease of information
gathering, and downsides to new media, notably the fleeting nature of online activity.
One finding was that despite the affordances of new media, participants still felt
traditional, offline activism to be vital and offline interaction was still needed.
The preceding section contained a review of research around how youth activists
are using social media. Scholars have identified five participatory practices in which
youth engage when using digital media. Other researchers have compared online and
offline civic expression and identified three patterns of civic expression among youth.
Additionally, other scholars have studied online and offline participation less
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comparatively and more holistically, identifying four participation nodes in which
activists engage. Hashtivism is a particular type of activism specifically linked to social
media; one study detailing how activists use hashtivism and another discussing the ethics
of hashtivism were reviewed. Social media can also provide a counterpublic for activists
and youth with minoritized identities. Finally, two studies focused on how youth are
using digital media in their activism were reviewed. In the subsequent section, I introduce
connected learning theory to help frame my study.
Connected Learning Theory
Connected learning refers to “learning that is socially embedded, interest-driven,
and oriented toward educational, economic, or political opportunity” (Ito et al., 2013, p.
6). Connected learning theory was used extensively by cultural anthropologist, Mizuko
Ito, while examining youth media practices in the United States. The theory joins the
personal interests of youth, their peer relationships, and civic-related pursuits. Simply
put, connected learning theory is used to explain how youth get involved with activism as
they pursue their interests with the support of friends or caring adults, and links this
interest-based learning to civic engagement, or in this case, activism.
Social networks enabled by technology are one way in which youth find
opportunities to find new communities as media lowers the barriers to participation
(Jenkins et al., 2016). By using digital media to deepen their agency and expand beyond
their local communities, youth can readily participate without mobility or financial
requirements. Media is a critical part of connected learning as it fosters engagement and
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self-expression, provides increased access to knowledge and learning experiences, and
extends social supports for interests and expands diversity and building capacity. The
media component of connected learning makes it particularly well suited to youth
activists.
Furthermore, connected learning is a natural fit for exploring participatory
politics, where youth use digital tools and social media to exercise their voices about
issues of public concern. Research supports that a participatory culture can serve as a
gateway to civic engagement (Ito et al., 2015; Jenkins, Ito, & boyd, 2016; Jenkins,
Shresthova, et al., 2016). In fact, a participatory culture is more accessible than other
forms of traditional civic engagement such as voting, demonstrations, and fundraising.
Participatory culture and civic engagement often go hand-in-hand; those engaging in
participatory culture can become civically engaged through their activity, and those who
begin with civic engagement can also be pulled into a participatory culture (Ito et al.,
2015). Ito and colleagues (2015) proposed a framework of “connected civics” as a “form
of learning that mobilized young people’s deeply felt interests and identities in the
service of achieving the kind of civic voice and influence that is characteristic of
participatory politics” (p. 11).
Connected learning theory provides a framework for explaining how postParkland activism occurred. The activism was interest-powered; based on my pilot study,
youth chose to engage in activism because they were passionate about addressing the
issue of school shootings. Furthermore, the activism was production-centered, with youth
producing videos, creating social media accounts, conducting walkouts, and giving
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speeches. The walkouts in the pilot study were completely peer-supported; most
interactions with adults were in the form of meetings with mostly disapproving
administrators. The National School Walkout activists engaged in an activity around a
shared purpose of advocating for gun safety laws. Because legislation was at the heart of
the walkout, these walkouts were politically oriented. Finally, all youth in my pilot study
used social media, making their activism openly networked.
Conclusion
There has been significant research on how youth are engaging with new media in
their activist practices. Older literature pulled from the fields of sociology and social
movement research delineated traditional, or pre-Internet age, pathways to political
engagement or activism, such as being asked by a trusted person, being recruited by an
SMO, experiencing key moments (e.g., trigger events, moral shock), or turning gradually
toward activism. Recent pathways to participation are enabled by new media. Some of
these new pathways are digitizations of older pathways, such as SMOs using the Internet
to recruit potential participants through websites. Others, such as fan activism, are
completely novel avenues to civic and political engagement as is activism relying on
online fan community spaces to translate participatory culture into participatory civics.
However, what is not clear is how, if at all, social media creates or affects pathways to
participation for youth.
Finally, researchers have documented varying instances of how youth are using
digital media. In particular, researchers interested in participatory politics have
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categorized civic practices into five categories: investigation, production, dialogue and
feedback, circulation, and mobilization. Most studies focused on the broader categories of
digital media and civic engagement; few of the studies reviewed explicitly focused on
how social media is being used by youth activists.
Our understanding of youth activism and social media will remain incomplete
without further investigation of how youth activists use social media. As previously
mentioned, though the connection between youth civic engagement and digital media has
been studied, research is lacking specifically on youth activists and social media. Finally,
none of these studies specifically examined how a triggering event, such a school
shooting, can lead to activism and the role social media plays in activism triggered by
such an event.
I designed this study to extend the literature by investigating social media
surrounding a triggering event, in this case the Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School
shooting, affects youth activists. I examined the role of social media in these youth’s
pathways to organizing and leading a school walkout as well as how these youth used
social media for leading and conducting their walkouts.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
The goal of this study was to examine the role of social media in youth activism
surrounding gun control legislation. I begin this chapter by detailing a pilot study I
conducted in 2018. Then, I revisit the purpose of the dissertation study and research
questions and delve into the research design. This chapter addresses the role of the
researcher, the selection and recruitment of participants, and the data collection and
analysis. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the trustworthiness of this study and
the contributions this study offers to the existing literature.
Pilot Study
In 2018, I conducted a pilot study to assess the feasibility of my research
questions and design. The pilot study also gave me baseline data for my topic. This
section includes a brief overview of the research design, the findings and discussion of
the pilot study, and how it informed my dissertation research. I sought and was granted
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, and the data collection was completed in
January of 2019.
Research Design
I used a multiple case study (Yin, 2014) design to explore how eight youth
activists who organized and conducted a walkout for gun control laws reacted to social
media postings after the Parkland shooting and how they used social media surrounding
their walkouts. Case study was particularly well suited to the research questions because
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the event requires in-depth descriptions of a social phenomenon (Yin, 2014). Within this
multiple case study, each youth activist served as a case.
Purpose and Research Questions
I designed the study to gain a deeper understanding of how adolescents react to
school shootings. The research questions included:
RQ1: How do students react on social media in the wake of school shootings?
RQ2: How do they use social media as part of their activism?
Participants
The population for this study was high school students living in South Carolina
who participated in organizing a National School Walkout Day event. Participants were
selected using the following criteria: between the ages of 14 and 18 years old at the time
of the event (March 24, 2018) and having taken a substantial role in planning the
walkout. I identified participants through local community contacts, local media reports,
and snowball sampling. I interviewed each participant once, in person, for 90 minutes
during the time period of September, 2018 to January, 2019.
Data Sources
The cases drew on three data sources: interviews, digital media artifacts, and
social media artifacts. The interview protocol included questions regarding
demographics, motivation, action, future plans, and reflection. Interviews took place in
person and lasted an hour and a half. I personally transcribed the recordings. Participants
screen captured social media artifacts and shared them with me through email, text, or air
drop.
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Participants
I recruited eight participants between the ages of 16 and 18 to participate. Six of
the participants were White females; one also identified as ethnically Portuguese. The
remaining participants were a White male and a biracial female. Most participants were
from middle class backgrounds, and all but one attended public high schools.
Data Analysis
I analyzed the data using abductive analysis (Morgan, 2007; Tavory &
Timmermans, 2014). This method allowed for the use of descriptive coding based on a
codebook designed based on relevant extant literature. For Research Question 1,
descriptive codes emerged about how the youth chose to post or not post on social media
such as impact on civic issue, better discussed in person, permanence of social media,
and so forth. I then used open coding to allow emergent codes and themes not represented
in the literature to be coded. This round of open coding produced a final list that included
categories not represented in the literature such as fear of school shootings and lack of
skills to discuss school shootings. An interview transcript was then reviewed by a second
coder to strengthen the credibility of this process and to attain confirmability (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). I used content analysis for the digital and social media artifacts as a method
to further identify, analyze, and report patterns within the data (Braun & Clark, 2008).
Findings
This section contains a discussion of the findings by research question. The
findings showed students generally did not post on social media in the wake of a school
shooting and I explore reasons why this was the case. I also examine how social media
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influenced participants to participate and how they used social media to support their
offline activism.
RQ1: How do students react on social media in the wake of school shootings?
In general, these participants did not react by posting on social media in the wake of
school shootings. The lack of their reaction on social media could be explained a number
of ways. First, many of the participants, despite their roles as youth activists, were
extremely reluctant to discuss school shootings. Though I designed the study to address
how students reacted on social media to school shootings, I realized toward the end of my
study the discomfort participants had with discussing school shootings even in an offline
environment. I asked my last participant why she had difficulty discussing the topic. She
articulated her discomfort with discussing school shootings as follows:
It’s more a vulnerability because school shootings scare me and I don’t really like
to talk about things that make me vulnerable but I think it’s important to talk
about it. My comfort with it doesn’t really matter because it needs to be talked
about and if I’m not going to talk about it, who will? (Participant 8, female junior,
January 10, 2019)
A culture of silence surrounds the topic of school shootings in school. Many
participants inferred talking about school shootings was taboo, particularly at school: “I
feel like it’s not something we talk about in school. You’re not allowed to talk about it”
(Participant 1, female freshman, September 8, 2018). These participants were also very
aware of their audience and worried about offending others, particularly adult members.
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Many acknowledged the conservative environment of their state and local region as a
barrier to voicing their opinions.
RQ2: How do they use social media as part of their activism? The youth
activists were inspired and motivated by seeing their peers engage in activism. Celebrities
they followed on social media, as well as friends, inspired activism and encouraged
agency. Social media was used to gather information for their events. The following
quotes encapsulate what the majority of the participants related. One participant indicated
she was “using [social media] to see what other people were doing and like reference and
bounce off of [it]” (Participant 1, female freshman, September 8, 2018). She and her coorganizer “got the idea from . . . what the national walkout was putting out on their social
media telling students exactly when and how” (Participant 1, female freshman,
September 8, 2018).
Social media accounts were created for the school walkout and the success of the
walkout was in part because these accounts were used to communicate consequences of
the walkout and reassure participants. All of the activists used their personal accounts and
personal networks to share information about the walkout. Organizers also contacted
friends and encouraged them to post on their personal accounts.
Social media also served as a dialogic space for potential participants and counter
protesters to express themselves in the comments on posts. Comments provided a space
for potential participants to gain clarification about the walkout and the possible
consequences of walking out. Other students and adults used the comments as a place to
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counter protest or register their opposition to the walkout: “Sometimes hate messages will
get posted on social media about it” (Participant 3, female senior, October 11, 2018).
The walkouts themselves were documented on social media in posts and photos.
After the events, some activists posted reflections on their events. These accounts were
sometimes leveraged to promote larger community events (e.g., the March for Our Lives)
and to encourage students to register to vote.
Discussion
These findings showed all but one of the students did not react on social media in
the wake of the Parkland shooting; this absence of civic expression was in line with
previous research surrounding civic expression online (Weinstein, 2014; Weinstein et al.,
2015). Activists displayed both bounded and differentiated patterns of civic expression;
however, when speaking about gun violence, all activists displayed bounded patterns
online but also had limited in-person civic expression. Discussions surrounding the
Parkland shootings occurred mostly within participants’ friend groups; a few participants
had parents with whom they discussed the topic. Overall, the topic of school shootings
seemed to be a taboo and conversational topic in most aspects of public life, which made
the activists’ involvement in the walkout all the more fascinating.
Students’ use of social media seemed to be easily aligned with the participatory
practices outlined by participatory politics scholars (Cohen & Kahne, 2012; Rundle et al.,
2015; Soep, 2014) of investigation, production, circulation, dialogue and feedback, and
mobilization. For example, investigation occurred when activists used social media in
addition to the Internet to search for information on the walkout; participants identified

49

looking at what other schools were doing on social media for inspiration. Production
occurred in the creation of social media accounts for their schools’ walkout, the creation
of logos for these accounts, and even videos. Instagram and Snapchat were used for the
circulation of information about the walkout; these accounts also allowed for dialogue
through commenting features and activists received feedback from counter protesters in
these spaces. All of these practices led to the final practice of mobilization; students
walked out of school at 10:00 a.m. on March 14, 2018. Participatory practices did an
adequate job of describing some of the participants’ use of social media, though others
were not as easily categorized. For instance, some participants posted reflections after the
walkout that included pictures, reflection, and thanking participants; though these could
be labeled as production or circulation, this does not highlight the intent of reflection or
gratitude behind the posts. The way youth use social media for mobilization and the
intent behind their usage deserve examination in greater detail than the participatory
practices outlined in the literature provide.
Conclusion
My pilot study revealed my initial research question about activists’ reactions to
school shootings on social media may not have been viable questions as students in this
study did not post about gun violence. Thus, the study served to have me rethink and
revise my research questions for my dissertation. I also discovered some fascinating
things about how social media inspired youth’s decisions to organize a walkout. One
significant theme was that exposure through social media to both peers and celebrities
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engaging in activism seemed to encourage self-efficacy and agency. One participant
articulated this notion:
I really, really, really looked up to Rowan Blanchard because she got really
involved in activism. She’s my age. So seeing what she was doing, I was like,
OK, I can do that. Like that’s something I can get into. (Participant 2, female
junior, October 7, 2018).
This theme of seeing others engage in activism through social media leading to others
engaging in activism made me want to explore it more in my dissertation study. This pilot
study affirmed that my research question about how activists are using social media for
their walkout was rich enough to explore further. Finally, I was struck during this pilot
study by how different these youth’s activities were from those detailed in the literature,
as none were engaged in the types of “online activism” touted by some researchers;
rather, the online activity was in support of more traditional forms of in-person activism.
Purpose of the Dissertation Study
Results of my pilot study demonstrated social media played a part in many
participants’ pathways to participating in the National School Walkout either directly or
indirectly. One of the more surprising findings was how social media increased exposure
to peers engaged in activism. Seeing peers engage in activism increased participants’
self-efficacy that they could also be active in promoting social change. This finding
inspired me to examine the ways in which social media can affect pathways to
participation among high school students. The purpose of this multiple case study was to

51

examine the role of social media in youth activism in U.S. high schools in the months
following the Parkland shooting.
Research Questions
In this study, I proposed the following research questions:
RQ1: How do youth become involved in social movements, and how do social
media shape those pathways?
RQ2: In what ways are youth using social media to organize for change in gun
safety legislation?
Research Design
I selected a multiple case study approach to explore youth activists’ pathways to
participating in the National School Walkout and how they leveraged social media in
their organizing. I wanted to better understand how youth became involved in activism
and what role, if any, social media played in that pathway. I was also curious about how
youth used social media to enact their offline action. Yin (2014) suggested case study
design is appropriate when the focus of the research is to answer “how” and “why”
questions such as mine.
Additionally, Yin (2014) recommended case study when a researcher cannot
manipulate the behavior of those in the study. As I sought to understand the how and why
of the event, and not to intervene, case study was appropriate. As I conducted this study 2
years after the fact, case study was an appropriate method to examine how and why
events unfolded as they did from the perspectives of the students.
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Finally, case study is particularly well suited when researchers wish to include the
contextual conditions relevant to the study. With regard to this study, this was pertinent
for two reasons. First, I did not attend school during an era defined by a culture of school
or mass shootings. Therefore, as a researcher, my understanding of the differing context
and history that today’s youth bring to their activism is important. Second, the activists
being studied were very much concerned with voice, or the effective opportunity for
people to speak and be heard on what affects their lives (Couldry, 2010). In both cases,
understanding the contextual conditions is tantamount. Not only will generational
differences come into play, geographical or regional culture will also play into the
experiences these youth describe. The results reflected how differing geographical and
regional cultures affected participants’ experiences, including previous exposure to civic
and political opportunities as well as differing barriers to their activism.
The purpose of this case study was to explore how social media affected the
pathways to participation for youth activists who organized and conducted a walkout for
gun control laws and how these youth activists were using social media in their activism.
Case study was particularly well suited to my research questions because the event
required in-depth descriptions of a social phenomenon. Case study is also well suited to
studying a social movement such as this because case studies are investigations and
analyses of a bounded social phenomenon seeking to generate thick elaboration of the
phenomenon studied through the triangulation of multiple methods or procedures (Snow
& Trom, 2002). Social movements are bounded social phenomenon; they are bounded by
space and time and are social by their nature. Using multiple sources of data strengthened
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my understanding of the phenomenon; interviews provided insight into the experiences of
the youth, digital artifacts provided evidence of social media usage, and photographs
backed up participants’ interviews and provided visual context to the study.
Role of the Researcher
Choosing to take a qualitative route means I, as a qualitative researcher, needed to
have a tolerance for ambiguity, be sensitive, and be a good communicator (Merriam,
1998). Because meaning was mediated through my own perceptions, I ensured the
understanding of the phenomenon of interest was from my subjects’ perspectives, not my
own (Merriam, 1998). Simply put, I strove for an emic perspective. As I did not play an
active role in any walkout, my role in this study was that of a non-participant.
Subjectivity Statement
Gun violence has profoundly affected my life. My first experience with gun
violence was at age 12 with the suicide of my grandmother. It might be surprising to find
out gun suicides are considered part of the gun violence statistics in the United States; in
fact, gun suicides outnumber gun homicides. The most impactful incidence of gun
violence in my life was the murder of an acquaintance in the 2015 Charleston mass
shooting at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church. When I saw the activism
coming out of Parkland, Florida, I knew this is what I wanted to study for my
dissertation. I must disclose I am an ardent supporter of gun safety laws and an admirer
of the Parkland students. I do believe the National School Walkout focused attention on
gun legislation and had a part in the open discussions about the gun laws in which our
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country is now engaging. To sum up, I personally believe this activism mattered. In order
to avoid bias in my research, I needed to recognize I am biased and also rely on member
checks from participants to ensure I accurately reported their experiences.
Selection of Participants
The population of interest for this study was high school students living in the
United States who participated in organizing a walkout for National School Walkout
Day. I selected students based on their substantial role in planning the march. In my pilot
study, I defined a “substantial role” as one of the primary event organizers. In this study,
a definition of a substantial role was broaden to include those who participated in the
walkout in ways beyond merely attending. Six of my participants were organizers of
their events. Two of my participants participated in less central roles; one as a speaker
and the other as someone who promoted the walkout on her extensive social media
network. While these two participants may have been less involved than the other
participants who had major planning roles, I still define their participation as substantial
compared to students who simply walked out. Furthermore, the participants had to be
between the ages of 14 and 18 years old at the time of the event (March 24, 2018).
Through participant selection and recruitment, I attempted to draw a racially and
ethnically diverse sample.
Recruitment of Participants
The sample was a convenience sample based on students I was able to contact and
who were willing to participate. I identified possible participants using my contacts in
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local communities, through media reports such as news articles, and contacts listed on
The Action Network website (actionnetwork.org). I identified one participant, Becki,
through snowball sampling. As illustrated in Table 1, I recruited potential participants
through email and messaging through social media (see Appendix A for scripts for
contacting potential participants).
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Table 1
Recruitment of Participants
Participant

Method of Recruitment

Lena

News article, contacted via Facebook messenger

Brianna

News article, contacted via email

Raul

News article, contacted via Facebook messenger

Janelle

Through local contact’s network

Ben

Through actionnetwork.org, contacted through form on his personal
website

Ami

Through Janelle (snowball sample)

Olivia

Through actionnetwork.org, contacted via Facebook messenger

Malia

Through local contact’s network

Descriptions of the Participants
In this section, I describe the participants and provide some context in terms of
their age at the time of the walkout and interests and extracurricular activities before the
walkout (see also Table 2). Additionally, I detail the participants’ previous experiences
with school shootings to give the reader some idea of what it is like to grow up in the era
of mass school shootings. Each description ends with how the participants heard about
the Parkland shooting.
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Table 2
Demographics of Participants
#

Name

Region

Rural/Urban

Gender

Race

1

Lena

Pacific Northwest

Urban

F

W

2

Brianna

California

Urban

F

W

3

Raul

Mid Atlantic

Suburban

M

H

4

Janelle

Southeast

Rural

F

AA

5

Ben

Midwest

Suburban

M

W

6

Becki

Southeast

Rural

F

W

7

Olivia

California

Suburban

F

W

8

Malia

Texas

Urban

F

AA

Lena
Lena was 17 and living in a large, liberal city in the Pacific Northwest at the time
of the walkout, and she was already an established activist. Her journey began in
elementary school when she attended a school with an environmental focused
curriculum: “There’s a public school in Portland that focuses on environmental
engagement. So it was just like a part of my education.” Lena wrote speeches whenever a
pipeline was proposed. The class would go to city council meetings with proposed
solutions for local pollution issues and public transportation initiatives. In the past, Lena
had experience speaking in front of legislators and financial boards, mostly around
climate action.
Lena enjoyed a wide range of activities outside of school. She also liked outdoor
recreation such as rock climbing, biking, hiking, and playing rugby. She had attended
leadership-based training through outdoor leadership education opportunities that taught
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her how to be inclusive, have empathy, and how strong groups work together. In addition
to outdoor pursuits, Lena enjoyed painting.
In her personal life before the walkout, the only social media platform Lena used
was Instagram. She used it to post “fun, exciting things.” She also used Facebook to
communicate more professionally and occasionally posted photos of her outdoor
activities “to please the adults in my life.”
Lena was 11 when the Sandy Hook shooting happened. She heard about the
shooting over NPR, as her parents listened to this station. “I just didn’t really understand,
like, someone came in and killed the teacher and a bunch of kids? I just didn’t get it. It
didn’t make sense to me.” She recalled her parents’ reaction to the story.
It really haunted them too. And I think they didn’t know how to talk about it to
me. I think it was just like this awful thing. I think a lot of the time I would start
asking questions and they just turned off the radio. Like, how do you explain that
to your kid?
Brianna
Brianna was 17 and living in a large city in California at the time of the walkout.
She enjoyed reading and writing. She belonged to an acapella group and wrote for her
college newspaper.
She used Instagram the most to update people on what she was doing on a daily or
weekly basis. She used Facebook for her a cappella group and to keep in touch with her
mom’s friends and the older demographic. She used Snapchat to keep in touch with
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people from her hometown and she had begun using Twitter because she was required to
for a college course. She used Twitter for journalism related things.
Like most of the participants, the first school shooting Brianna recalled really
being aware of was Sandy Hook. She overheard her parents talking about it: “I wasn’t
really rocked by it. I wasn’t afraid to go to school or anything, but I remember there
being a conversation about it.” Unlike most participants, she recalled discussing it with
an adult, her grandmother. An avid second amendment supporter, her grandmother took
the opportunity to reiterate to Brianna that people should be allowed to have guns.
Brianna compared her reaction to Sandy Hook with her 12-year-old sister’s
reaction to Parkland:
She’s growing up in an era where we’re really talking about it and where they’re
happening really frequently. So she’s scared. I remember around Parkland she
would tell my mom. She didn’t wanna go to school because she was afraid there
would be school shooter.
Raul
Seventeen at the time of the walkout, Raul lived in a suburb of Washington, DC.
A junior in high school, he enjoyed hiking and “city stuff,” such as going into DC with
friends for museums. He was involved in a number of extracurriculars.
Raul differed from the other participants in that he was an immigrant to the
United States. Originally from Argentina, Raul moved to Texas with his parents. Later,
when Raul was 10 years old, the family relocated to near Washington, DC. Raul’s parents
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were both political scientists, which also made his personal history different than other
participants.
In terms of social media, Raul mostly used Instagram and, less often, Facebook.
Raul’s main use of social media was to keep up with people with whom he was not super
close. He summed it up by stating, “In the name, ‘social,’ keeping in touch with people,
especially now that many of my friends are in college and a lot of different places. It’s
really easy to see what people are doing.” Raul expressed that he was trying to use it less
“because it eats up a lot of time.”
Raul described himself as “a very anxious child just in general” but specifically
recalled a lot of anxiety surrounding school shootings and lockdown drills as a child.
Shortly after moving to Maryland at the age of 10, he vividly recalled having to do a
lockdown drill and being frightened because no one specifically said whether it was a
drill or for real.
Like many of the other participants, the first school shooting Raul remembered
during his lifetime was Newtown.
I remember coming from from school on the bus and walking in and my mom’s
grabbing me and holding me. I was like, what’s going on? This is super weird and
she just wouldn’t really tell me, which of course, there was a bunch of very small
children.
Janelle
Janelle, age 17 at the time of the walkout, described herself as a “binge Netflix
watcher.” This description did not do her justice, however, as Janelle was the student
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body president at her high school and manager of the cheerleading team during her junior
and senior years.
Social media was a vital component of her class presidential campaign. For her
campaign, she created a Snapchat filter with her Snapchat on it and used social media to
connect with the student body. After winning, she used Snapchat to communicate with
the student body as student body president and also as her main source of news. As for
her personal use, Janelle used Instagram to share photos with friends. Though she did not
use Twitter much in high school, since high school, Twitter had become Janelle’s favorite
platform. Unlike her other social media, Twitter was where she found like-minded
people, expressed her opinion, and researched those who hold different views than hers.
Janelle watched the Parkland story unfold over Snapchat. Janelle described
Snapchat as her “biggest news provider” and expressed a preference for the 2-minute
Snapchat stories with live footage. She preferred live footage to a newscaster because “I
just wanted to see it with my own eyes.” She shared:
I think that what made it so emotional was the footage [from] inside the
classroom, was people trying to count what happened but getting choked up
because they were inside. I think that’s what made I so emotional and what made
it so real. You know, I read about Columbine but I wasn’t alive during it so it
wasn’t as impactful as Parkland was.
Ben
Seventeen years old at the age of the walkout, Ben lived in a suburb of a major
city in the Midwestern United States. For fun, Ben enjoyed a wide range of activities,
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including cooking, baking, traveling, hiking, and going to different festivals and concerts.
He was also involved in his “religious youth group,” holding leadership positions each
year and culminating in being chapter president his senior year.
As far as social media, Ben used Instagram and Facebook most frequently. He
also used Snapchat to chat with his brothers and a few close friends. He enjoyed the
affordances Facebook had to find different events and coordinate plans with friends. He
used Instagram mostly to share pictures. He reported, “It’s really fun for me to see what
my friends are up to, but also sharing the restaurants and eating out, or the places I’m
visiting, or the experiences that I’m having.”
Perhaps because he attended a private Jewish day school, Ben had participated in
a real lockdown drill for a bomb threat. With lockdown drills beginning in kindergarten,
Ben described them as being “as common as a fire drill.”
Ben related that the shootings felt real to him because he had known a member of
his congregation whose father was killed in a workplace shooting. He also had a personal
connection to a Parkland alumnus through a summer program: “I think it was really a
personal connection that made it feel real.”
Ami
Becki, 15 years old at the time of the walkout, lived in rural South Carolina and
enjoyed creative pursuits such as painting, writing, singing, and theater. In high school,
she was in nine school clubs: National Art Honor Society, Drama Club, DECA, Youth in
Government, Model UN, Interact Club, Pet Club, Chess Club, and the book club.
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Becki reported taking frequent breaks from social media but eventually
redownloaded Instagram because “it’s kind of important for me getting my visual art out
there.” She had also begun using Snapchat again: “After 3 years of not having Snapchat I
guess we downloaded it just because it’s kinda become evident that people might need it
to communicate.” Because of the popularity of group messaging in Snapchat, Becki
realized she would need it to participate in organizing school events. Becki described her
absence from social media as related to its time-consuming nature and potential impact
on her state of mind.
I feel like it’s really bad for your psychology, because you’re posting things trying
to display a certain type of person that people think you are and you’re just
searching for validation. It consumed so much time. It’s easy to lay around on
your phone instead of doing something like reading a book or something
proactive.
Becki was in fifth grade when the Sandy Hook shooting happened. Even so, a
school shooting “wasn’t a real fear for me until Parkland.” Becki was particularly struck
that Parkland was rated the safest city in Florida before the shooting. When comparing
that status with her own small town in rural South Carolina, Becki remarked, “We’re a
small safe town. That kind of thing doesn’t happen here and so, after Parkland, yes, it
could happen here. It doesn’t matter where you are, it happens everywhere.”
Olivia
Olivia was a senior at her high school in California the time of the walkout. She
enjoyed reading and writing and also participated in cross country running throughout
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high school. As a sophomore, she joined a LBGTQ youth group that met once a week
outside of school. She became a youth advocate leader for the group her junior year.
This group provided opportunities for her to engage in activism surround LGBTQ topics.
In high school, Olivia used a variety of social media. She used Instagram to stay
in touch and engaged with friends. She joined Facebook because her cross country team
used it to send updates and communicate. Her messenger of choice was Snapchat, which
she used to send pictures and videos to friends. She explains her choice of using Snapchat
for messaging as “it feels more personal than Instagram or Facebook.” She was also
active on Tumblr and Pinterest.
Malia
Malia, age 15 at the time of the walkout, came from what she described as a
“political family.” Her grandfather was a state representative and she had been to protests
at the Texas capitol before, mostly related to reproductive justice. She also participated in
the Women’s March. Malia’s mother was African American and her father, White, was
an immigrant from the United Kingdom.
Malia enjoyed knitting, playing the banjo, and going to concerts, and was also an
avid reader. Malia was involved in a number of extracurricular activities in leadership
roles. For example, she was president of the student school council and Secretary General
of her school’s Model UN. She was also the school lead for Amplify Austin, a local
charitable organization that funded other local nonprofits.
Malia’s main social media platform was Instagram for content sharing related to
activism and for personal use. She used Twitter to consume content such as keeping up
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with other activists and the news and tweeting “random funny things.” She used
Facebook because her summer job at a camp used Facebook to stay in touch with other
employees.
One of the first mass shootings Malia remembered was the Virginia Tech
shooting. Although she was only 4 years old at the time, she remembered hearing about it
on NPR and hearing adults talking about the shooting. She recounted, “I didn’t really
understand it, but upon, upon reflection, even at that point, it felt like I am already been
conditioned with some, like, really eerie degree of normalcy about it.” She also vividly
recounted hearing about Sandy Hook.
Sandy Hook was I think when I really realized something horrible was going on.
That that was that was really emotional for me. I remember. I was, I was in the car
on my way to elementary, middle school when I heard about Newtown.
Malia was in her sophomore year of high school when she heard the news about
Parkland. She recounted hearing about Parkland through a news app on her phone:
I was on a trip to the library with my English class when I got the ding on my
phone. Breaking news active shooter in Parkland Florida, more details to come. I
kept reloading the site and I saw the picture. God, I’ll never forget it. All the
pictures, all the students running out and shooter running out with them. And the
picture of the, the parents with the ash, the ash crosses on their forehead.
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Data Collection
Case studies typically draw on six sources of data: documentation, archival
records, interviews, direct observations, participant observations, and physical artifacts
(Yin, 2014). In this study, I used the following data collection methods: interviews (see
Appendix B for interview protocol and Appendix C for observational protocol for
interviews), social media artifacts, digital media artifacts, and photographs. Table 3
depicts how I collected each data source and for what purpose.
Table 3
Data Collection and Purpose
Data source

How collected

When collected

Connection to research question(s)

Interviews

Audio
recordings

Over two
sessions with
individual
participants

RQ1: Reveals how participants
became involved in the walkout.
RQ2: Reveals how participants used
social media to support their
walkout.

Social media
artifacts such as
archived
Instagram stories

Request
screenshots of
social media
archives from
participants

After interviews
and from public
walkout
accounts

RQ1: Reveals what social media
participants encountered that led to
their participation.

Digital media
artifacts such as
productivity
platforms, texts,
emails, etc.

Request
access/copies
from individual
participants

After interviews

RQ1: Reveals initial
communications regarding
participation.

Photos

Volunteered by
participants

After interviews

RQ2: Provides direct evidence of
how youth used social media.

RQ2: Provides supporting evidence
of social media use.
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Provided supporting evidence of
walkouts and added visual context.

I collected data during November of 2019 through online interviews using a web
conferencing platform, WebEx. WebEx automatically captions interviews. Once each
interview was captioned, I downloaded the captioning file (.srt) and converted it to a text
file. Next, I copied and pasted the text into a Word document and formatted it for
readability. Then I listened to the entire interview again to correct any mistakes in the
text. I then saved the interviews in a folder labeled Interviews in my Data folder. I also
loaded the interviews into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software I used for coding.
During the interviews, I asked participants to show me the social media posts they
made during the time of the walkout using the screen sharing function on WebEx. I also
(a) asked them to share screen captures of these artifacts; (b) had them direct me to the
public walkout accounts; and (c) if the accounts were private, such as the case of one
participant, asked them to add me to the account temporarily. I then saved the social
media artifacts in folders labeled by participant in a folder titled Artifacts under my Data
folder. I collected social media posts from six of the eight participants (see Table 4).
Table 4
Artifacts Collected by Participant
Participant
1

# of social media artifacts
collected

Digital media artifacts
collected

2 from Facebook

April 20th Student Activism
Tool Kit (Google Doc), videos
of walkout and speeches on
YouTube

11 from Instagram
2

1 from Facebook

3

1 from Facebook

4

none
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Photos
collected

5

3 from Facebook
3 from Instagram

6

none

7

8 from Instagram

8

6 from Instagram

Google Drive with 6
documents, including planning
document, timeline, chants, and
signs

31 photos

Video created for walkout, text
from another student

10 photos

Two participants did not share any social media posts. I did not interview these
participants over web conferencing because of bandwidth issues or the students not
having access to a laptop, so I did not have an opportunity to capture any social media
over the web conferencing. The two participants who did not video conference cited
bandwidth issues and limited access to laptops. These students were Janelle, and Becki.
Participants I interviewed through the web conferencing software were able to share their
screens and show me the social media they shared.
Instagram was the platform of choice for many participants. Participants typically
used an Instagram feature called Stories to promote their walkout, which disappear by
design after 24 hours. Stories are archived on Instagram, but retrieving stories from the
archive might have hindered my collection of artifacts from participants. Lena, Ben,
Olivia, and Malia all retrieved their archived Instagram stories for me.
After each interview, I wrote a memo about the interview and participant while
the experience was fresh in my mind. Memos contained initial impressions, notes on
anything that was similar or remarkably different than other participants’ accounts, and
sometimes follow-up questions or requests for the participant. I saved these memos with
the participant’s name and number in a Memos folder in my Data folder.
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Data Collection Procedures
I secured the approval of Clemson University’s IRB before commencing the
study. I obtained both parental consent (see Appendix D) and youth assent (see Appendix
E) before conducting the interviews. Youth had the option not to participate even if a
parent consented. I assigned participants a non-identifiable name, or pseudonym, to
protect their anonymity when reporting the results. I asked participants to sign a media
release form for the use of screenshots of their social or digital media activity in
presentations or publications.
Data Analysis
For the data analysis, I followed Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña’s (2014) method
for qualitative analysis. First, I processed and prepared the data. Then I began first-cycle
coding using abductive analysis. Second-cycle coding included pattern matching. I also
engaged in analytic memoing throughout the process. Finally, I performed a cross-case
analysis to compare and contrast across the eight cases.
Data Processing and Preparation
Raw data must be processed before analysis (Miles et al., 2014). My raw data
consisted of interview recordings through WebEx, my hand-written notes on my
interview protocol, social media and digital artifacts collected, and photos.
Preparing the interview data was relatively simple as the web conferencing
platform I used, WebEx, automatically captions interviews. As previously discussed, I
used the captioning feature of WebEx to create print transcripts and listened to the
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interviews again to correct any mistakes. I gave the social media artifacts and digital
artifacts descriptive file names and organized them by participant.
First-Cycle Coding
The next phase of data analysis was the first-cycle coding. Codes refer to “labels
that assign symbolic meaning” to the information compiled during a study (Miles et al.,
2014, p. 71). When I discuss coding, I am referring to coding my interview data. The
social media artifacts I collected underwent a different analysis as described below.
In order to incorporate both deductive and inductive coding, I elected to employ
abductive analysis, which refers to the process of producing speculative theoretical
hunches for unexpected research findings and then developing these emergent theories
with a systematic analysis of variation across a study (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).
This approach depends on iterative processes of working with empirical materials in
relationship with a broad and diverse social science theoretical literature. I chose
abductive analysis because it fit particularly well for my first research question regarding
pathways to participation and how social media affects those pathways. A notable
amount of research exists about people’s pathways to participation, and though not all of
that research focuses on youth, most of the scholarship is applicable to youth. There is a
dearth of research on the impact of social media on how people become involved in
social movements. Using abductive analysis, I was able to code deductively using a code
book of a priori codes based on what the existing literature identified as common
pathways (see Appendix F), but I also coded inductively to identify new themes related to
social media. Abductive analysis helped me understand how new technologies and
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networked publics have changed or altered how youth become involved in social
movements.
In addition to deductive and inductive coding, I also coded topical themes.
Topical codes assisted me as I engaged in initial participant write-ups. For example, I
knew I wanted to include descriptions of each participant’s walkout in the individual case
reports, so a topical code “descriptions of walkouts” was applied to all text describing the
event. I also used these codes later in the cross-case analysis.
Second-Cycle Coding: Pattern Codes
First-cycling coding is a way to initially summarize portions of data, and secondcycle coding is about grouping these segments into smaller categories (Miles et al.,
2014). Pattern coding takes the codes from the first-cycle coding and turns them into
more meaningful units of analysis. According to Miles et al. (2014), pattern coding has
four main functions:
•

Condense large amounts of data into smaller analytic units

•

Immerse the researcher in analysis

•

Help the researcher create an evolving, integrated schema for understanding

•

Lay the groundwork for cross-case analysis for those with multiple case
studies

To bring forth a higher level commonality, I mapped my pattern codes around my
theoretical framework, connected learning theory. For example, I pulled together a large
portion of my codes around the challenges and opportunities of connected learning (see
Table 5).
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Table 5
Pattern Coding Around Challenges and Opportunities of Connected Learning
Code

Definition

Resulting theme

Adults

Resistance from school administration,
teachers, parents, and community members

Barriers and
challenges

Conditioned/desensitize
d to violence

Students expressing being “conditioned” or
“desensitized” to gun violence because of its
frequency

Exhausting to care

Students expressing fatigue regarding activism

Fear

Fear of school shootings but also fear of
backlash

Race

Minimization of contributions due to race

Risk

Students facing punish, arrest, or encounters
with police

Adults as resources

Support from school administration, teachers,
and parents

Supports

Agency

The capacity of students to act independently
and make their own choices

Outcomes

Changing attitudes or
opinions

Reported changes in attitudes or opinions
through their participation in the walkout

Empowerment

Power gained through activism

Knowledge gained

Any knowledge gained through the walkout

Learning

What students reported learning through their
activism

Healing

Activism as healing

Impact on life

How the walkout affected their life

Risk

Risk as what makes activism meaningful

Skills learned

Reported skills learned through the process

Analytic Memoing
Analytic memoing is a way for the researcher to document reflections and
thinking processes about the data (Miles et al., 2014). I used analytic memoing to capture
my thoughts about the participants during and after the data collection, and immediately
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after reviewing and cleaning up the interview transcripts. Memoing allowed me to record
my initial impressions about the participants, note inconsistencies in their interviews, and
to make some initial notes about similarities or differences between participant
experiences. Some of these notes became the basis for later cross-case analysis.
In addition to analytic memoing, I created participant write-ups after reviewing
the interview data. My participant write-ups were not unlike a longer version of a contact
summary form, which Miles et al. (2014, p. 124) defined as “a one-page document with
some focusing or summarizing questions about a particular field contact.” In my case, I
used these write-ups to extract the following information from the interviews:
•

Age at time of the walkout

•

What they did for fun

•

What extracurriculars they participated in

•

What social media they used

•

How they heard about the walkout

•

How they got involved with the walkout

•

What their walkout was like

•

How they used social media for the walkout

•

The walkout’s impact on their life

•

Future plans

•

Impact of gun violence and school shootings on their life up until the walkout

•

Parkland

•

What happened after the walkout
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These participant write-ups allowed me to reflect on the main concepts, themes,
issues, and questions. They also helped me piece together a fuller picture of the
participants and their experiences. Many of these write-ups became the beginnings of the
participant profiles in this chapter, and some portions of the vignettes in Chapter 4.
Cross-Case Analysis
The purpose of cross-case analysis is twofold. First, cross-case analysis enhances
generalizability (Miles et al., 2014). Cross-case analysis helped me understand whether
the participants’ experiences were typical and identify the ways in which they were
different. By including multiple cases, I was able to see whether my findings applied
beyond individual cases.
The second purpose of cross-case analysis was to deepen my understanding and
explanation (Miles et al., 2014). Cross-case analysis allows for an examination of
similarities and differences across multiple cases and can help the researcher identify
specific conditions under which a finding can occur. It can also assist in forming more
general categories of how those conditions may be related (Miles et al., 2014).
As previously mentioned, my cross-case analysis began with pattern coding and
analytic memoing. Miles et al. (2014, p. 108) argued, “you know what you display,” and
urged researchers to create matrix and network displays to analyze qualitative data. A
display is a “visual format that presents information systematically so the user can draw
conclusions and take needed action” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 108). In order to arrange my
data in a condensed, systematic way, I employed matrices for my cross-case analysis.
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A matrix is essentially a table that compares two lists; one list appears as a
column and the other list appears in rows (Miles et al., 2014). In Table 6, participants are
listed as columns and traditional pathways to participation are listed as rows. Reading
down the columns, one can identify all of the factors appearing in a single participant’s
account of becoming involved with the walkout. The factor singled out by the participant
as the main reason for joining the social movement is indicated with a grey background,
but as is evident, most mentioned multiple factors in their journey. When reading the
matrix across rows, one can see how many participants reported the factor as affecting
their pathway. Matrices like this enabled me to identify trends and patterns in pathways
to participation.
Table 6
Traditional Pathways to Participation as Reported by Participants
Reported pathways

Participants
1

Key moment (Parkland)

2



3

4



5

6



Activism from Parkland students



Key moments (Other)



Being asked



Activist identity



Direct recruitment by a social media
organization





7

8













Note. Cells with grey backgrounds indicate primary pathway to participation.

Once my data were displayed in matrices, I was able to quickly scan down the
columns and across the rows to identify any prominent findings. I used tactics suggested
by Miles et al. (2014) for drawing first conclusions. These tactics included noting
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patterns, making contrasts and comparisons, clustering, and counting. For example, in
Table 6, I can see Participants 1 and 5 both became involved because of their previous
experiences with activism. This led me to compare these two participants in other ways;
both had previous experience and both conducted very thoughtfully planned walkouts
with diverse planning committees. Both participants, although White, spoke about the
importance of diversity in planning their walkout; Lena used the term “equity research”
multiple times and Ben stressed how having diverse backgrounds was important for
incorporating multiple perspectives and creating an action-oriented walkout.
I also used the tactics suggested by Miles et al. (2014) for the cross-case analysis
of social media artifacts. For example, after conducting a content analysis on the social
media artifacts, I began clustering posts into common themes and categories (see Figure
3). Clustering posts by themes enabled me to draw similarities across the cases in their
social media usage.

Figure 3: Photograph of social media posts being clustered into initial categories.
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Trustworthiness of the Study
Common critiques of case study are they lack rigor and provide little basis for
scientific generalization (Yin, 2014). To address the question of rigor, I briefly discuss
how I ensured construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability.
Construct Validity
I addressed construct validity in the data collection phase of my research by using
the multiple sources of evidence as previously described. Rather than having participants
review their interview transcripts, I shared portions of the case study report with them to
review as a member check. Specifically, I sent each participant an email with their profile
from chapter three and their case from chapter four. I also texted the participants to let
them know I had emailed them and prompted them to check their emails. Participants
were asked to read through their portions to make sure the writing was factually accurate
and captured their experience. Five participants responded to my member check emails.
Four of the five indicated the written portions were correct; one participant expressed
concerns that the geographical location was obvious and asked if filler words such as
“yeah” could be removed from his quotes. Three of the participants did not respond to
the member check emails. In writing my case report, I established a chain of evidence to
assist the reader in understanding the origins of the evidence supporting my claims.
Internal Validity
As the phrase internal validity is more commonly used in quantitative research, I
substitute the idea of credibility for this study. I wanted to establish the results of my
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research as believable by using rigorous methods for doing field work. I addressed
internal validity during the data analysis portion of my research. Triangulation is one
method of establishing credibility (Miles et al., 2014). I used artifacts and photos to
verify the veracity of the interviews. For example, my fifth participant described his
walkout as beginning at the school, walking to a nearby fire station where students gave
speeches, and then engaging in action-oriented activities at different “routes” in the fire
station. His interview was confirmed through photos documenting the march to the fire
station, student speakers, students watching the speeches, and photos of the actionoriented activities. Photographic evidence confirmed his account of the walkout. In
addition, the planning documents in the Google Drive outlined the agenda for the
walkout, which matched his description and the photos. The Google Drive even
contained the signs for the routes (or stations) in the fire station and the signs can be seen
in the photos collected. The interviews, artifacts, and photographs presented a unified
picture of the walkout. The data sources also enabled a context-rich, meaningful, and
“thick” description (Geertz, 1977), which furthered a deep understanding of the
participant’s walkout.
External Validity
Transferability is the degree to which the results of a research study can be
transferred to another context or setting. Transferability is challenging in qualitative
research as context is critical; it is difficult to generalize results to other contexts. To
address external validity, I grounded my research in theory during the design phase.
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Reliability
Dependability is the need for the researcher to account for context and show
replicability and repeatability of the research. To address issues of reliability, I developed
and used a case study protocol during the data collection phase of my study. As I
gathered evidence, I developed a case study database, previously described under the data
collection section. One way to ensure reliability is to explicitly describe the researcher’s
role and subjectivity (Miles et al., 2014), which I did earlier in this chapter. I also
attempted to collect data across a range of settings, intentionally sampling from various
regions of the United States, and a diverse sample of respondents, including a range of
genders, race/ethnicities, sexual orientations, and religious backgrounds (Miles et al.,
2014).
Contributions
I designed this study to extend the current literature on youth political engagement
and fill the gaps in the literature pertaining to youth activism and the role social media
plays in such activism. Specifically, results illuminated the role social media played in
the lives of eight youth activists who participated in the National School Walkout––a
topic not yet addressed in the literature. Additionally, I sought to understand how social
media introduced the youth to social movements, if at all. This study also extended the
research on motivation and participation of youth and what role, if any, social media
plays in this process. Finally, I was interested in the ways youth were using social media
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in their activism, which might be of interest to educators, leaders of youth organizations,
and anyone who engages with youth in the political or civic realms.
Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to outline how I used case study methodology to
answer my research questions. In this chapter, I outlined my pilot study and how the
findings of the pilot study informed the research questions for the current study. I
explained my research design and justified why case study was the best methodology for
this study. I discussed my role as the researcher and explored my bias in the subjectivity
statement. I also summarized the selection and recruitment of the participants, the data
collection procedures, and the data analysis. Finally, I discussed the trustworthiness of
this study. In Chapter 4, I present a within-case analysis of each participant with the goal
of informing the reader what happened in the single, bounded context. Chapter 5 contains
five findings that emerged from the cross-case analysis of all participants.
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CHAPTER FOUR
INDIVIDUAL CASE REPORTS
In this chapter, I provide individual case reports on each of the eight youth
activists. After providing a brief introduction to each participant to give context to each
section, I provide more detailed descriptions of the participants’ involvement in the 2018
National School Walkout that include (a) pathway to participation in the walkout, (b)
how the walkout was organized, (c) a detailed description of the walkout, (d) the use of
social media surrounding the walkout, and (e) the impact of the walkout on the
participant and what happened to the participant after the walkout. Three participants
provided numerous examples of their social media usage throughout their walkout; thus,
in those cases with many artifacts, I included a section with examples of social media
artifacts. For those who only shared one social media artifact, I included that artifact in
their detailed description rather than as a separate section.
In the pathways to participation section, I focus on identifying the major
motivating factors and events that led the youth to participate. These pathways often did
not have one clear cause and were sometimes a combination of previous experiences, key
moments, or other specific outside influences. I report participants’ primary pathway as
dictated by their response to the question, “How did you become involved with the
National School Walkout?” In addition to the response to that question, I explore other
reported factors revealed during the interview.
For five of the eight participants, I added a section called planning the walkout.
These five participants took substantial roles in planning their walkouts and more detail
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and context are provided for these participants. The remaining three participants either
had more peripheral roles (e.g., Brianna and Janelle) or did not organize a walkout but
organized another event related to post-Parkland activism (e.g., Raul).
After the planning section, I provide a detailed description of the walkout. The
walkouts varied in size and complexity; the first and last participants both organized citywide events involving multiple schools that met at a secondary location. All other
participants planned smaller events specific to their particular schools with the exception
of one participant, who engaged in activism surrounding March of Our Lives in
Washington, DC. The descriptions of the walkouts provide valuable context for the
reader in terms of the setting, size, and scale of the activism following Parkland. They
also offer contrast between places in terms of political climate and setting. For some of
the walkout descriptions, photos provided by the interviewee are included as additional
evidence to support the interview data.
After the description of the walkout, I detail the participants’ use of social media.
As with the previous sections, this section is constructed from interview data. These
descriptions retain the emphasis the interviewee gave the social media use; for example,
if the participant emphasized the audience for the platforms, that emphasis is retained in
the description.
In cases in which there were sufficient social media artifacts available, examples
of the social media are presented in a separate section. Two participants did not share any
social media artifacts. Two other participants only shared one social media artifact. Three
participants, for whom I presented a separate examples section, shared between six and
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13 social media artifacts. The last participant shared six social media artifacts, but all
were very similar and all occurred after the walkout. Unlike previous sections, this
section presents evidence from social media artifacts and not the interview data. These
artifacts are presented as figures unless the artifact can be described adequately with text
only or is redundant.
I added subsections when appropriate based on unique findings within each
participant’s narrative. The subsections involve findings such as marginalization related
to racism, impact of international perspectives, and attempts toward inclusivity and
diversity. I added these subsections for participants whose interviews brought specific
issues to the foreground.
The nature of this chapter is descriptive; in the following chapter I delve into a
cross-case analysis of the data, detailing themes and findings. Keeping this in mind, in
this chapter I do not try to identify themes, tie results to the literature, or engage in
comparisons between participants. This chapter provides a brief, detailed account of each
participant. To honor the youth’s voices, I extensively employ block quotes to allow the
youth to speak for themselves. Photographs provided by the activists are also included to
allow the youth to have a part in portraying their own stories as well as to provide visual
context to the reader.
Lena
Lena, a junior in high school at the time of her walkout, was already an
established activist. She described herself as involved with the “activism/social justice
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loop for a long time.” Her activism began in middle school around climate change. Her
previous experiences with civic engagement and activism equipped her with the skills
and experience to coordinate a large, city-wide walkout with thoughtfulness and a focus
on equity.
Pathway to Participation
Her previous experiences were the first steps on Lena’s pathway to participation.
A combination of this experience, exposure to coverage about the Parkland shooting and
the Parkland students’ activism, and direct recruitment on social media led to Lena
organizing her walkout. Her pathway after Parkland began with exposure to and
interaction with various types of media.
According to Lena, the weeks following Parkland were inundated with “an
immense wave of different kinds of media.” As she engaged in research, Lena liked
different social media pages related to post-Parkland activism, read news articles every
day, and investigated what was happening on ActionNetwork.org, a website she
described as not specific to gun violence but a hub used by many youth activists.
Essentially, her research did not occur completely on social media but rather via a
combination of social media, traditional media, and the Internet.
Though social media was not the only source for her research, the pervasiveness
of discussion surrounding the topic was significant. Lena commented, “You go into
social media and it’s everywhere. It’s mostly in people’s stories and they’re reposting
things from March for Our Lives. Everyone’s kind of posting the exact same thing. You
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see it on every single platform.” As illustrated by this quote, talk about gun violence
activism was omnipresent on social media in the wake of the Parkland shooting.
While engaging in this excess of social media content, Lena was also recruited
through a social media post. While on Facebook, she signed up for the “March for Our
Lives student leader thing” that she saw advertised. This led to her beginning the
Students Against Gun Violence group at her high school.
Planning the Walkout
In order to plan the walkout, the Students Against Gun Violence group met once
or twice a week after school. Various roles and tasks were assigned, including the role of
social media manager who was in charge of the social media pages. Additionally,
someone else was assigned to design the logo. To ensure the event was equitable, the
organizers did equity research and focused on emphasizing other types of gun violence as
well, particularly gun violence directed at communities of color.
Lena described her role as primarily dealing with logistics planning. She did all of
the financial planning, brought most of the speakers together, spoke at the event, did
interviews with the media, and talked to administration. By reaching out to other groups,
she attended meetings of Portland Resistance and worked with a lawyer from the ACLU.
Many of the outside groups were adult-focused organizations.
The planning committee was student-led; a few adults, however, were allowed to
attend meetings, including a well-established activist in racial justice who was also an
instructional specialist at the high school Lena attended. Her role was to attend meetings,
listen, and give advice when asked. The journalism teacher and school leadership teacher
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also attended a meeting to understand how they could help with outreach within the
school. Lawyers were consulted regarding the contract with the event space. Ultimately,
however, control of the walkout rested with the youth.
Description of the Walkout
Occurring on April 20, 2018, Lena’s walkout was the largest in this study. This
event was a city-wide event that involved multiple high schools.
At 8:30 a.m. on the morning of the walkout, the team of organizers, including
Lena, went to the public venue they had rented to set up. They made sure the food
donations and sign making stations were set up and checked in with the people working
at the venue to make sure everything was ready. The students were supposed to walk out
of school at 10:00 a.m. and they began arriving at 10:30 a.m. Because Lena was setting
up, she was not present for the “walking out portion” of the walkout. Over 1,000 people
attended. Lena introduced the event and then a series of speakers took the stage,
including a poet, a lawyer from the ACLU, and prominent Portland activists in addition
to student speakers. The speakers spoke for 45 minutes and then the group marched to
city hall.
Use of Social Media
Lena was already using Instagram before the walkout but adopted Facebook
because “it was so necessary” for reaching her older audience for participation and
fundraising: “Older people are on Facebook and those are the people that have money so
that’s how we brought in donations.” The organizers also used GoFundMe, an online
fundraising platform, to raise over $5,000 for the event.
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The organizers posted daily on their platforms, inviting people to attend their
weekly meetings (on Instagram) and putting out a call for speakers. They used both a
Facebook and Instagram page but in different ways. For example, Lena described how
they used Facebook:
It was mostly financial funding. So that’s how we got our GoFundMe out and
yeah, we didn’t use Facebook as much for “come to our meetings at this
location.” Just because Facebook, you have less control over who sees it and age
demographics, so we got a lot of nasty comments. So we knew we didn’t want to
use Facebook for as sensitive of information. So, it was mostly financial outreach
and then right before the event we posted, this is where it is. Come to it.
After the walkout, the group posted “lots of photos” and expressed thanks to the
sponsors of the event.
Examples of Social Media From Walkout
Posts from both Facebook and Instagram were captured off the official walkout
accounts to provide further evidence for this study. The following is an account of the
different ways the Students Against Gun Violence group used social media for their
walkout. The preceding section reflected what Lena reported in the interview, and the
following section is based on data provided by social media artifacts.
Spreading the word. By far the most obvious use of social media was to
advertise and promote the walkout, frequently referred to as “spreading the word” or
“getting the word out.” These posts tended to be text heavy. For Instagram, primarily a

89

photo and video sharing platform, digital flyers had to be created. Figures 4 and 5 show
the digital flyer created to “spread the word” about the walkout.

Figure 4: Instagram flyer for school walk out, part one of two.

Figure 5: Instagram flyer for school walk out, part two of two.
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Calls for resources. Social media was used by the Students Demand Action
Portland group to request resources from the public. As previously mentioned, donations
and sponsorships were sought to pay for the walkout (see Figure 6). Other types of
resources requested included services for graphic design as well as material goods such
as banners.

Figure 6: Example of a fundraising request on the Students Against Gun Violence,
Portland Facebook page.

91

Calls for participation beyond attendance. In addition to posts that “spread the
word” and called for participation in the form of attendance, participation was solicited
for the creation of banners and signs as well as a call for speakers. This also included
calls for participation outside of the walkout, including registering to vote and
encouraging peers to register to vote (see Figures 7 and 8).

Figure 7: Post urging voter registration from the Students Against Gun Violence,
Portland Facebook page.
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Figure 8: Instagram post after the walkout.
Documenting the walkout. After the walkout, the social media accounts were
used to document the walkout in several ways. In a theme common to all the walkouts
highlighted in this study, organizers posted photos of the event. In addition, links to the
recordings of the speeches, hosted on YouTube, were posted.
After the Walkout
Lena described the walkout as having a “huge impact” on her life. In addition to
gaining connections with other activists, she cited skill building as an outcome of leading
the walkout, in particular outreach, financial planning, and how to respectfully
communicate to adults and others in power. In addition to learning new skills, she cited
specific knowledge she gained through the experience:
I learned a lot more about laws surrounding gun violence and just kind of how our
state legislation system works as well as how gun violence impacts other
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communities and how youth of color, like, see the issue and feel super ignored. So
often by a lot of activism movements, because they tend to be so predominantly
White when they get a lot of attention. And that can be really harmful, is really
harmful.
She related the experience “impacted every single facet of my life.” Below, she described
how the walkout increased her confidence as a leader and encouraged her to continue
with activism.
I just think it made me really confident and myself as a leader, and as an
organizer, it was just like, it was so empowering in so many different ways. And
just like, the success of it really makes me want to continue with that kind of
thing.
Since the walkout, Lena began attending university. She planned to major in
public policy with a Native American studies minor. She stated she wanted to work with
underserved youth as well as “continue to do outdoor education cause that really changed
my life. And now I’m an instructor for it and it’s cool to see the impact given upon other
people.”
Brianna
Brianna was 17 years old at the time of the walkout. She participated as a speaker
in a walkout for her public high school located in a suburb of California. Brianna was
asked to be a speaker by her friend Taylor, so she was an example of the most common
traditional pathway to participation, being asked by a friend. In addition to being asked
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by a friend, she strengthened her resolve to participate through a key moment in the form
of a conversation with a friend. Brianna was the most ambivalent of the participants in
terms of both gun safety legislation and activism because of her upbringing in a family of
strong gun rights supporters. Despite her peripheral role in the social movement, the
impact on Brianna’s life was significant as it shaped her future career path and college
major.
Pathway to Participation
Brianna’s pathway to participation was an example of one of the most common
and established ways of engaging in activism: being asked by a friend. While dining with
her friend Taylor, a discussion about the upcoming walkout led Taylor to ask Brianna if
she would like to speak at the walkout. Taylor was on the Associated Student Body, the
student group organizing the walkout. Brianna reported she would have attended the
walkout had Taylor not asked but probably would not have participated as a speaker.
After she agreed to speak, Brianna struggled to be motivated to write her speech.
One night while chatting over FaceTime with her friend Jeremy, she was talking about
the need for better gun legislation when Jeremy shared his opinion that school shootings
were more about people who feel excluded and alone. After he shared his experiences
with isolation, Brianna then decided to make the focus of her speech about being kind.
This decision strengthened her resolve to write her speech and motivated her to
participate.
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Description of the Walkout
As she was walking into school the morning of the walkout, Brianna saw a news
truck, which she thought was “very cool.” This small detail seems trivial, but later
Brianna would relate how profoundly the media coverage of the event would affect her.
Later, in third period, her environmental science teacher approached Brianna. The
teacher said she had heard Brianna was involved in the walkout and asked if there was
anything she could contribute and said she wanted to help out. This example, though
minor, reflects how teachers showed their “secret support” for the activists.
At the appointed time, participating students stood up and walked out to the quad
space. There was a podium set up with speakers at the quad and her friend Taylor, two
other speakers, and members of the Associated Student Body were standing by the
podium. Students poured in with posters and Brianna described the atmosphere as
electric. She explained:
I get chills thinking about it. It was very electric atmosphere. Whoa. Everyone
was very attentive and respectful, and very focused on what was happening. Like,
people were waving their signs, but everyone was really waiting for direction,
like, walked into the quad and we were looking to the podium and waiting to be
told what to do. Which was, like, really powerful to see that people are willing.
Brianna’s walkout consisted of several speakers, including one with a personal
connection to gun violence; a moment of silence for the Parkland victims; a performance
from the school choir; and chants by the crowd. For students who were 18 years or older,
there was also a voter registration table.
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Use of Social Media
Because Brianna was not on the planning committee, her knowledge of how
social media was used to organize the walkout was limited. She noted the organizers
made a “digital flyer detailing the fact there was a walkout: when it was going to be and
where it was gonna be. Students were posting that on the Snapchat stories for one, and
also on their Instagrams.” The only post Brianna personally posted was on Facebook after
the walkout (see Figure 9).

Figure 9: Brianna’s post on Facebook after the walkout.
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She chose Facebook over Instagram because she “knew it would reach adults. Because at
the time, most of my friends were like, 17, some were 18, but most of us couldn’t really
vote yet. And I was like, well, all my, all the adults in my life can vote.”
After the Walkout
Brianna was not heavily involved in the planning of the walkout; she primarily
saw her role as a speaker. In preparation, she wrote a speech and shared it with an
English teacher who helped her re-write it. Brianna claimed the experience taught her
about how to write as well as deliver a persuasive speech. She also cited learning how to
listen and understand other people’s opinions through this process.
This walkout was the first and last activism for Brianna but that is not to say the
walkout did not have a major impact on Brianna. Brianna was inspired by the presence of
the traditional media at the walkout. Brianna explained how the media’s involvement
inspired her decision to pursue journalism as a career in the quote below:
It made me want to pursue journalism pretty strongly because I saw . . . our
walkout would not really have made much of an impact. I don’t think if the news
hadn’t showed up to cover it, because the news is the mouthpiece of public. We
gave them our message and they carried it forward. So, it made me want to
become a journalist because it our job to carry this message places so something
that happened. So [the walkout] impacted my life in that way as well.
Brianna was currently enrolled at a university as a journalism major and wrote for the
university paper at the time of her interview for this study.
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Raul
Raul, a 17-year-old Hispanic male living in Bethesda, Maryland, represented a
slightly different case. Raul was initially not planning on attending the walkout. He was
spurred to participation by a key moment in the form of a bomb threat that would
overcome his initial academic concerns about attending the walkout. Though Raul had no
planning role in his school walkout, his participation in the walkout led him to organize a
host program for attendees of the Washington, DC, March for Our Lives, offering out of
town youth housing with host families in the area by leveraging his geographical
“privilege” to help other activists. Having been born in Argentina, Raul also differed
from other participants in that he was an immigrant and was raised attending political
protests with his parents, both of whom were political scientists.
Pathway to Participation
Having political scientists as parents seemed to have given Raul a very different
pathway than the other participants. Political discussions were a major part of dinner time
in Raul’s home. Having moved from Argentina to Houston, Texas, during George W.
Bush’s presidency, political discussions dominated Raul’s memories of childhood. He
recalled politics as always having been a part of their mealtime conversations: “Because I
was so young, it would just be them explaining super basic concepts to us and then
talking over me and my siblings’ heads about major movements and stuff.” He recalled
being 5 or 6 years old, living in Houston, Texas, during the “Bush Era . . . talking a lot
about that, not understanding any of it, but being able to parrot it back to them.”
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After moving to Bethesda, Maryland, at age 10, Raul’s parents took advantage of
their proximity to the nation’s capital to attend protests related to immigration, women’s
rights, and the environment. Raul recognized that he was privileged to live so close to the
nation’s capital as it enabled him to participate in protests at the spur of the moment.
Impact of International Perspectives
Raul’s experience as an immigrant influenced both his civic expression and
challenged his views of gun violence in the United States. In Argentina, civic expression
was encouraged; his extended family engaged in discussion about politics at the dinner
table, discussing socialism in particular. His conversations with his Argentinian cousins
also provided him with the stark contrast in the levels of gun violence between the two
countries. He dealt with the issue by joking about it, a coping mechanism that made his
cousins “stare at me like open-jawed.” He detailed an exchange about school shootings
with his Argentinian cousins below:
I explained to her [his cousin] the shooter drill, and I told her about this picture I
had seen on Twitter that was like a kindergarten classroom that basically had like,
a little poem for 6-year-olds about what to do if there was a school shooter threat.
Obviously, full of euphemisms. Because you don’t want to scare them, but just
the abject horror that her and her brother, when I was explaining this to them and
they kept being, like, but what happens if this happens and I would like . . . die.
Like, there’s nothing else. It was so disturbing and strange to them. This is just
our day to day. It’s a very, very different culture and that definitely sets me apart

100

from a lot of people who were born in the U.S., raised in the U.S., especially in
one area.
This exchange caused Raul to reflect:
For people our age we have always existed in an age where there have been
school shootings. It’s normal and it takes a lot more for you to be like, no,
actually, this isn’t the normal and we shouldn’t let it be normalized. Compared to
myself or other immigrants, or other people who have lived in different cultures
where it’s not something that you have to be scared of. Where it’s just a very,
very different . . . it’s very stark to be with my friends in Argentina versus my
friends here.
His cousins’ reactions reminded Raul that the issue of school shootings was not
universal; in fact, it was not normal and should not be normalized, in his words. His
international familial connections enabled this perspective. Other participants spoke
about being conditioned to violence, whereas Raul saw an explicit contrast between his
experience in the United States, where gun violence is prevalent, and his cousins’
experience in Argentina, a country with much lower rates of gun violence.
Attending the National School Walkout
Even though he often attended protests with his family, Raul initially was not
going to attend the walkout. He was concerned about missing school, describing himself
as “studious.” There was also a secondary reason––though he cared about gun violence
and gun safety legislation, he related, “It was really exhausting to have to care.” His plans
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to attend the walkout suddenly changed when he heard about a bomb threat at a nearby
school on the day of the walkout. He explained:
Someone texted me like, hey, do you know anyone who goes to this school
Churchill? And I have said, no. No but like, asking why and he had told me that
there was a bomb threat, and I looked it up and they had all been evacuated I
think. And then I turned to my friend and I was like, oh, yeah, now I’m definitely
going to the walkout.
The bomb threat clearly served as a key moment that led to his decision to leave school
and participate in the walkout, overcoming his original reservations about missing class.
While attending the walkout at an off-campus location, Raul was contacted via
text by friends who were still in school. As the walkout was occurring, a second bomb
threat had been called in, this time at his school. Students were evacuated to the football
stadium. Raul stated this choice of evacuation spots was not ideal; the football stadium
had one entrance and students felt exposed and suffered anxiety related to having
nowhere to run. During this bomb threat and while waiting in the stadium, his friends
formed DC Teens Action. This group would go on to organize host families for out of
town March for Our Lives activists.
Activism in Relation to March for Our Lives
Raul was a different case in that his involvement in planning and organizing
occurred after the walkout. He became involved in a student group called DC Teens
Action that formed during his school’s bomb threat. Because of their location near
Washington, DC, DC Teens Action arranged for host stays for youth coming for the main
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March for Our Lives event. These homestays were for youth who were either too young
to rent a hotel room (i.e., under 18) or did not have enough money to do so. The
organizers also held an orientation the night before and arranged for Metro cards for the
out of town participants.
Raul’s role in organizing the walkout was shaped by his immigrant and cultural
experience. As a Spanish speaker, he assumed the role of translator, translating the digital
flyers into Spanish (see Figure 10). He also handled all media requests from Spanishspeaking media outlets, including being interviewed for Spanish television networks such
as Univision. Raul expressed concern that his Spanish was accented from growing up in
the United States, but was reassured that his Spanish was fine. Despite this outreach, Raul
reported they did not have any Spanish speaking youth sign up for the host program.

Figure 10: A Tweet in Spanish for a host program for attendees for March for Our Lives.
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After the Walkout
Since the March for Our Lives event, Raul had graduated high school and
enrolled at a large public university. He was still committed to activism but had not been
as active as he would like since beginning college. He discussed his plans to attend future
protests:
Like I want to go. I’m probably gonna be going some more. It’s been first
semester and college. It kind of blindsided me. Just how much work there was,
but once I’m a little bit more established and definitely wants to be going to more
of these but. . . every single class I’m taking has mandatory attendance. And so if
I don’t go, I get in trouble. In the future, I won’t be taking classes like that, which
means it’ll be a little bit easier to drop everything, go to DC a few days for
protests but yeah, I got a lot of newsletter, emails or different, various political
groups like, hey, we’re having the protest and if they coincide with me, not
having a million things to do that day, which is most days, I definitely will be
going to them, but I don’t have a super sharp plan right now.
Like the other participants, Raul expressed how the transition to college affected his
ability to participate in activism but said he remained committed to participating in the
future.
Janelle
Janelle, an African American female, was 17 years old at the time of her walkout.
Organizing a walkout in a conservative, rural area of coastal South Carolina, Janelle
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would encounter numerous challenges and face punishment for her role in the walkout.
Janelle was recruited by another participant in this study, Becki, for the social capital and
social network Janelle gained as class president of her high school. Janelle drew upon her
African American historical and cultural background and took inspiration from civil
rights leaders such as Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., as she chose to engage
in nonviolent civil disobedience.
Pathway to Participation
Janelle said she heard about the walkout on social media, primarily Instagram and
Snapchat. In addition to her friends talking about it, she viewed advertising on social
media platforms related to the walkout.
The advertising was all about the walkout and what you can do, and how you can
set up a walkout in your community. And I was just moved by that, because I
knew that it was started by those students, and I was just like them. So I didn’t . . .
right then and there, I knew that if they could do it, I could do it.
Janelle was moved by the Parkland students. She related to them because they were the
same age as her and were even taking the same advanced placement (AP) classes as her.
I think that when I realized that these people are the same ages as me and they
weren’t 40 years old and hadn’t lived a whole lifetime, that’s what really moved
me. And that’s what really made me motivated to walkout and try to make a
difference in Sawyer because we are a really small close knit community, and it
would be devastating to see someone I know on the TV.
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Planning the Walkout
The walkout at Sawyer High School was organized by a sophomore, Becki
(detailed later), and Becki’s mom. Janelle described herself as the social media
coordinator. Janelle stated Becki approached her to promote the word out because Janelle
had over 500 students on her Snapchat and had more senior and junior friends. Becki was
both a sophomore and her friend network consisted primarily of drama club members, so
Janelle’s network contained a more diverse following and included members of the
football team and cheerleading squad.
After Becki approached Janelle to help her, Becki proceeded to the six student
bathrooms, boys and girls, and proceeded to write on the bathroom walls in Sharpie about
how the district and administration were trying to silence the students by not allowing a
walkout. Janelle said this occurred over the span of a 25-minute lunch. Janelle, as a
senior, left campus for lunch and upon returning, she went to the bathroom with friends
to view what was written. Janelle had her picture taken in front of the wall and the picture
was sent to the Island Gazette, the local newspaper. The picture (see Figure 11) of Janelle
standing in front of the writing on the bathroom wall was published in the newspaper
with an article about the walkout being planned. This article reached nearby students at
other local high schools who reached out to Janelle over social media asking about the
walkout as well as reached family and friends in the community. Janelle said “to get [the
picture] put in the Island Gazette for this was like being in the New York Times. It was a
big deal in our town.”
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Figure 11: Janelle and the writing on the bathroom wall.
Description of the Walkout
Students wanting to participate at Janelle’s school faced significant opposition
from the administration and district. The school’s alternative to the walkout was for
students to write about how they felt about Parkland on sticky notes and post the sticky
notes to the lobby wall. Students who walked out without being checked out by a parent
would face disciplinary action. Students were not allowed to stay on school grounds or
they would be arrested for loitering. The morning of the walkout, Janelle’s mother asked
her if she wanted to be signed out of school. Janelle declined to be signed out. She felt
that what students were doing was not wrong. In her words:
Sometimes you need to break rules for people to listen and for people to hear you.
Their alternative for us was to write sticky notes of how we felt for 17 minutes,
and it was . . . it was funny because when you walked out, you saw sticky notes
of, “Our superintendent Dr. Smith needs to be fired,” you know, “Fire Dr. Smith
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2020” or “Get Harrison out of here,” which is our principal’s name. I’m doing this
for the right reasons, like, people know that they’re wrong and we’re not. And
that’s that was more why I didn’t sign out because I wanted them to know that
I’m not gonna sit here and be the pristine thing that everybody thinks I am. I want
to make a difference because you guys are not listening to us. And we’re done
playing by the rules.
Janelle’s mother was supportive of Janelle’s choice not to get signed out: “My
mom was like ‘Rosa Parks said no and your ancestors, people that look like you, they
didn’t follow the rules.’” Janelle also made the connection to the civil rights movement in
the following statement:
I wanted to feel like, if Martin Luther King can give amazing speeches and guide
thousands of people to stand up for what is right, then, why can’t I do it? Like it’s
not that hard. And I think that’s what the walk out really made me understand is
that if he can do it, I can do it and he did it and I did it.
On the day of the walkout, Janelle’s first period class was AP Literature. The
teacher told the class that an email had been sent to all teachers from the superintendent
encouraging them to discourage students from walking out. Janelle recounted her
teacher’s reaction: “And she did not care, and she told us ‘I want you to do what you
think is right and if that’s walking out, then I 100% agree with you.’”
At the designated time, Janelle stood up and walked out. There were teachers
posted along the exit doors; according to Janelle, they could not stop students from
walking out but stood at the doors asking students if this is what they really wanted to do
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and if they were sure they wanted to walk out. Janelle felt her presence as class president
reassured students and helped firm their resolve to join. The last row of doors the students
had to pass through to exit the building was manned by the principal of the school, who
asked Janelle if she was sure she wanted to do this. Janelle said she was sure and exited
the building.
Because students could not gather on school property, they crossed the street to a
church. There the students were greeted by press, parents, community members, and the
mayor. Janelle described the experience of arriving at the walkout:
We were asked to not stay on school property as we’re gonna get in trouble for
loitering. So we had to walk across the street to my old church, and we walked
across the street and we were met with newspapers and video cameras and parents
screaming great job and people that had just gotten off of work. We had people
driving by in cars, honking at us, giving us encouragement and we’re holding
posters and we were talking and we were yelling chants and we could see the
teachers watching us from inside the school, and it was just the it was a really
empowering moment to know that not just us, but thousands of people across the
world are doing this exact same thing for the exact same reason across the nation.
And it was bone chilling. It was goosebumps.
Use of Social Media
Janelle used Snapchat to communicate with the student body at Sawyer High
School. She received many questions about the purpose of the walkout (e.g., “What are
we doing this for?”) and who was responsible (e.g., “Who’s behind this?”). Janelle

109

referred those questions to Becki and reaffirmed her support of what Becki was doing.
Janelle said Becki’s Instagram posts would only get 30 likes so Janelle was committed to
“get it out there.” Janelle also had her friends in yearbook post about the walkout. In
addition, the coverage in the Island Gazette generated a significant amount of interest for
the walkout. Snapchat was Janelle’s primary platform for communication, but she also
reposted one of Becki’s Instagram posts and used Facebook to respond to family
members asking about the walkout and March for Our Lives.
After the walkout, Janelle received in-school suspension for leaving school
grounds without being signed out by a parent. She posted about her in-school suspension
on social media as well as about the upcoming March for Our Lives.
After the Walkout
After the walkout, Janelle received in-school suspension. Despite her punishment
and backlash from others, Janelle was invited to speak at the March for Our Lives, and
although she attended the march, she declined to speak. She was also invited by
“Facebook moms” to speak locally; however, her high school graduation was
approaching and she became focused on graduating and the upcoming transition to
college. She expressed remorse for not posting more after the March for Our Lives,
stating “graduation and life hit me after that.”
Ben
Ben was 17 at the time of his walkout and was living in a suburb of Minnesota.
Like Lena and Raul, he had a background with social justice initiatives and protests. The
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Parkland shooting would serve as a key moment to motivate him to call upon his
previous experience. He would participate in organizing the most thoughtful and actionoriented walkout that highlighted how gun violence personally affected his high school’s
community.
Pathway to Participation
Ben had previous experience with social justice initiatives and protests. Upon
hearing about the national walkout, he and a friend texted about organizing something.
The next day at school, other students also expressed a desire to organize. One friend was
involved in the Women’s March and was contacted directly by a local organizer. Ben’s
group organized themselves under the umbrella of the Women’s March Youth Empower
group and adopted their hashtag (#Enough!) and branding.
Ben also cited Parkland and previous instances of gun violence as a motivation to
participate. He related the following about his reaction to Parkland:
I saw and heard about what had happened and I said we have to do something. I
had gone to Senate hearings, and there was a local organization called Protect
Minnesota that my mom had been involved and I had been involved. And I have a
bunch of friends who were part of Students Demand Action and Moms Demand
Action. And so it was just an issue I felt, and still feel, invested in and we have to
take action because it’s gonna be up to our generation to really sort of turn the tide
on this horrible trend. And so I just felt like something had to be done.
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Planning the Walkout
The walkout organized by Ben and his classmates was the most thoughtful and
action-oriented walkout investigated in this study. He described their decision to create
an action-oriented walkout:
We knew a lot of other schools were just gonna stand outside and have a
megaphone and have people talking. We did not want to just have an event that
people would go to, stand around, feel good about themselves doing something,
and then leave. We wanted to have something that would extend beyond the
single event and serve as a catalyst for future action.
To plan a more impactful walkout, Ben’s group worked closely with the school
administration, mayor, and city council. The administration felt they could not allow the
walkout to occur on school grounds, but they supported the walkout by marking students
unexcused but not enforcing any sort of punishment. The mayor was also supportive and
coordinated with the fire department to clear the floor of the local fire department to
provide a space for students to march to and gather.
The organizers also brought in outside adult organizations such as the League of
Women Voters and adopted the branding of the Women’s March. Additionally, local
companies contributed donations, including a PA system and transportation services. This
collaboration with adult organizations provided students the ability to engage in
meaningful activities such as voter registration and writing postcards to legislators. It
would also create partnerships for future endeavors. Ben described the decision to work
with adults:
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We wanted it to be organized entirely by youth for youth and it was, but we also
recognized there were things we couldn’t coordinate ourselves. Working with the
League of Women Voters that kickstarted a really valuable relationship with our
school. The social justice club that I continued afterwards, we worked with them
on different occasions, but you just don’t have the necessary materials to help
people register to vote. But at the same time, we thought that was a really
valuable opportunity for people to have if we can bring it to them right there . . .
There’s really no excuses. We embraced anyone who was willing to support the
cause, because we thought it would enrich the experience.
His mention of enriching the experience highlighted how different this walkout was from
some of the other walkouts examined. The partnerships allowed for activities such as
voter registration and contacting legislators that signified action beyond just walking out.
Another participant in this study, Malia, discussed later, would also make the connection
of adults as a resource.
Ben’s group met several times to coordinate. They used a Google Drive folder for
organization that contained various planning documents. Ben provided access to the
folder for this study, which included an early planning document dated February 23,
2018, a mere 6 days after the Parkland shooting. In addition, the drive contained a
detailed timeline of the event that not only included a timeline but an outline in terms of
announcements, calling scripts, and to-do lists. The timeline was color-coded to show
what had been done and what needed action. In addition to the timeline, the folder
contained items that needed to be printed, primarily signage for the routes, as well as
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chants for the march portion of the walkout. The Google Drive documents showed the
amount of planning that went into the walkout and the amount of organization and
thought to details the students put into the event. It also demonstrated the use of digital
tools outside of social media tools to collaborate.
Inclusivity and Diversity
The organizing group was streamlined in order to be effective in a short time
frame; however, care was given to have multiple points of view represented. Ben
described his reasoning for the composition of the organizing body:
We kept it not a huge group because planning with too many people is not an
effective thing but we still want to have enough people where different viewpoints
were being represented. Because a lot of the times just from what happened to
high school tends to be groups of White kids who are planning things, and that’s
not representative of my high school’s population and so we didn’t think the best
way to approach it.
The demographics of the organizing group reflected the diverse population of the
community, which has a large immigrant population.
Ben described his role in the walkout as primarily that of logistics coordinator. He
described this role as one of primarily delegating tasks. He specifically did not want to
speak and elaborated on this decision:
I didn’t really want to be up there speaking just because I felt like, I didn’t have
something that would be new for people, but I wanted to help empower people
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that did have a new message and maybe whose voices weren’t heard as often to
be able to speak.
Instead of speaking, he coordinated with the committee, acted as liaison with the school
administration, finalized the schedule, and worked with outside companies and
governmental agencies. He articulated the desire to “stay behind the scenes, but still be
able to make sure everything ran smoothly.”
Description of the Walkout
The walkout began at 10:00 a.m. on March 14, 2018. Students, many wearing
orange, the color of gun violence awareness, streamed out of the high school and met in
front of the auditorium doors. Led by organizers with megaphones, the students began to
march to the local fire house, approximately a mile from the school (see Figure 12).
Because the organizers had coordinated with local media, the media was there to capture
footage. Students marched behind a large banner, held their individual signs, and chanted.
At 10:30 a.m., the group arrived at the fire station.

Figure 12: Students march to the fire house.
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Once at the fire station, speakers spoke. Introduced briefly by one of the
organizers, the speakers consisted of students and alumni of the high school who had
been affected by gun violence (see Figure 13). The first speaker read a statement by a
previous graduate whose father had been killed in a workplace shooting. The next
speaker was a current student whose mother, grandmother, and father had died in a
domestic violence murder–suicide. The next speaker was a current student who was
friends with a current Parkland student and read a letter from the survivor. The final
speaker was a student of color who spoke about how her family and community had been
affected by gun violence. Ben described the reaction to the speakers (see Figure 14):
So I would say we had about 20 minutes of statements and that was really
powerful for people to hear, like, for 400 people or more. It was so quiet and it
was yeah, it was really powerful to hear.

Figure 13: A student speaks at the walkout.
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Figure 14: Students’ reactions during speeches.
After the speakers, the walkout transitioned to “action-oriented activities because
we wanted people, after hearing this and really getting hit hard, we wanted people to do
something with those emotions.” Inside the fire house, various stations (or as the
organizers called them, “routes”) were set up for students to engage in activities. The
League of Women voters had a voter registration booth for those who were old enough to
register (see Figure 15). The Women’s March Youth Empower group sent hundreds of
postcards for students to write Congress about passing stronger gun legislation (see
Figure 16). Another booth featured calling scripts and phone numbers for local politicians
so students could call. The next booth contained information about the Minnesota March
for Our Lives, which was scheduled for March 24, 2018. At the final booth, the mayor
and city council were available for students to talk to and ask them questions. The
walkout ended after the action-oriented activities and students were transported back to
school by bus.
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Figure 15: The League of Women Voters register students to vote during action-oriented
activities.

Figure 16: Students write postcards to lawmakers.
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Personal Connections and the Broader Issues of Gun Violence
The organizers made some very intentional decisions about who was going to
speak and what focus they wanted to bring to the walkout. Ben related, “We wanted to
really show that gun violence comes in so many different forms and show a lot of
different aspects of it.” To that end, the walkout speakers focused on various forms of
gun violence, including workplace shootings, domestic violence, school shootings, and
gun violence in communities of color. The aspect the organizers wanted to highlight was
how gun violence affected students at their own school. Ben elaborated:
But it’s not just limited to schools, but also we really wanted to drive home how
[gun violence] impacts our own community and people that are walking through
the hallways and that we’re in class with all the time are being impacted by it and
you might not even know. That might not be something they speak about
publicly.
It was with these dual purposes in mind that speakers were chosen.
Use of Social Media
Ben described his social media usage mostly in terms of platforms and their
affordances. The platforms Ben detailed were Facebook and Instagram, although he
acknowledged that one of the organizers was a heavy Twitter user and there may have
been a Twitter presence.
Facebook was the platform Ben most richly described. The walkout had a private
Facebook group page that had a Facebook event for the walkout. The event was used to
invite people and post updates. On the day of the walkout, organizers used Facebook to
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remind students to wear orange, the color designated to raise awareness about gun
violence, to bring their signs to school, and to share chants to be used that day.
For Instagram, Ben talked about how the organizers created “shareable design
elements” that students could share on their personal Instagram stories. Ben did not
discuss much of what Instagram was used for beyond this application.
He did spend some time distinguishing between the affordances of the two
platforms: “I think Facebook was really where the formal organization and posting took
place.” Because of Facebook’s text-friendly platform, details were more easily shared.
One example of such a detail was the fact that everyone had to bring a student ID to get
back into the building after the walkout per administration. Instagram also lacked the
ability to create groups and events, which made Facebook a stronger platform for the
needs of the walkout. Ben summed up the affordance between the platforms Instagram
and Facebook as:
And then people just shared about it and posted on Instagram stories. All the
organizers posted, and then people screenshot these stories and posted to their
own stories. A lot of that happens. Instagram, I think was super valuable for
spreading the word about the fundamentals of the event like the time, the date, the
location and using Instagram polling features to gauge if people were coming and
then more of the details, and as you can see on our Facebook page, we had some
longer text and Facebook is a lot more conducive to sharing this type of longer
text in details than it is on a platform like Instagram.
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With both platforms, branding was used to conform with the Women’s March Youth
Empower branding and the hashtag #Enough was used to join the national conversation.
After the walkout, the organizers used their social media platforms for expressing
gratitude, sharing photos, and other forms of “follow-up.” Ben related there was a post to
thank everyone for attending. Photographs of the walkout were captured by both the
school newspaper photographers and local media, and both were shared on social media.
The organizers also used their platforms to encourage action after the walkout. Facebook
was used to remind the group to vote in the local elections, which occurred a month after
the walkout.
Ben also mentioned offline forms of promotion, specifically flyers and word of
mouth. He mentioned the organizers “flyer bombed the school.” In addition, though not
all students were on Facebook, word of the event spread quickly through word of mouth.
Examples of Social Media
The following are examples of the different ways in which the group used social
media for their walkout. Posts from Instagram were shared by Ben and Facebook posts
were captured from the official [name redacted] #Enough! National School Walkout
account to provide further evidence. Though the previous descriptions of the walkout
were provided through interviews, this section contains social media artifacts to form a
clearer picture of how youth activists used social media surrounding the walkout.
Sharing details. As Ben discussed, the artifacts documented how the organizers
used the text-friendly platform of Facebook to share critical details about the walkout. In
the post below, details about the start time, safety reminders, and logistical reminders
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about student IDs were given (see Figure 17). This post was dated 2 days before the
walkout.

Figure 17: Facebook post sharing details about the upcoming walkout with students.
Gratitude and reflection. After the walkout, Ben posted a “thank you” to his
personal Instagram account to thank all the participants for walking out (see Figure 18).
These reflective posts were a common theme among most of the study participants.
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Figure 18: Personal Instagram post thanking participants.
Promoting March for Our Lives. Four days after the walkout, a walkout
organizer posted a link about the March for Our Lives app, encouraging students to learn
about the Washington, DC, or local March for Our Lives (see Figure 19). This example
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illustrates how these activists leveraged the platform they created for the walkout to
continue to promote action toward gun safety legislation.

Figure 19: A Facebook post promoting March for Our Lives.
Follow-up. After the walkout, two items were posted to the Facebook account for
the walkout. The first, at the end of July of 2018, was a link to an article in the local
newspaper entitled, “[City name redacted] seeks to strengthen firearm regulations upon
requests from students.” The link was accompanied by the caption, “It starts with us.”
Next, on November 2, 2019, a post encouraging people to vote in the local elections was
made (see Figure 20). It reminded participants of the mayor’s involvement in the walkout
and his efforts to promote gun safety reform. It ended with a call that “the change we
talked about at the walkout starts on a local level and that’s why elections like these are
so important!” Links to register to vote and how to find one’s polling place were included
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in this post. These posts are examples of how the youth activists attempted to keep the
issue in the spotlight and encouraged followers to continue to take action well after the
walkout had ended.

Figure 20: Post on official walkout Facebook account encouraging group members to
vote in local election.
After the Walkout
Of all the participants, Ben was one of the few who did not express a theme of
empowerment in his interview. When probed, he articulated that the walkout allowed him
to process the Parkland shooting, but he did not describe it as healing or empowering.
Though most of the other participants seemed to reflect positively on the experience of
organizing or participating in the walkouts, Ben seemed the most depressed, and
honestly, the least optimistic. His final thoughts on the walkout were as follows:
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I don’t think I ever want to have to plan a walkout again. I’m very happy to plan
other events and be involved in social justice, but planning an event that, you
know, was sparked by deaths of people. Nothing about it is fun, but it’s also just
really really sad to think that people my age were murdered in their classrooms
and it was a walkout that had to be planned. As much as it was a fulfilling and
educational event, I hope our community just never has to do it again.
Despite these thoughts, he did attend the March for Our Lives in Washington, DC, with a
delegation from Minnesota.
Since the walkout, Ben had graduated high school. When interviewed for this
study, he was in Israel enjoying a gap year before college. He expressed difficulty
engaging in activism and social justice while abroad because he did not have time to
explore political activism in a meaningful way in his new environment. He planned to
return and attend a large public university in Wisconsin to which he deferred acceptance.
He expressed the need to gauge what was happening on campus and respect what other
people were doing before starting any new social justice initiatives in the future.
Ami
Ami, a sophomore at a rural coastal South Carolina high school, was the lead
organizer of the walkout in which Janelle also participated. Becki, reacting to what she
viewed as the suppression of student voices, began the walkout by scrawling messages on
the bathroom walls. Organizing primarily by herself, Becki faced punishment for the
walkout but went on to participate in other forms of activism.
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Pathway to Participation
Becki heard about the walkout through social media. After seeing the Parkland
students on the news, she began following them on social media and saw posts on
Instagram regarding the walkout. She described being motivated to participate in the
following quote:
I just thought that it was not okay that I had to feel scared walking down the
hallways of my schools, that was supposed to be a place for education and a place
for growth and children shouldn’t have to fear for their lives when they walk in
the building.
Initially, Becki assumed everyone would be interested and want to participate and
that the school administration would be cooperative. She was excited to participate but
did not think she was going to have a part in organizing the walkout. She said:
I just assumed that everybody was gonna be totally excited to do this and willing
to because it was so important to us. And I thought I was just gonna walk out of
the school come time when everybody else was but our district was actually
threatening to enforce harsher disciplinary repercussions on students who
participated in the walkout, than on kids who simply walk out of school and that’s
illegal.
Upon hearing on good authority that the district was going to crack down on
anyone walking out, Becki borrowed a Sharpie from a friend and asked her friends at the
lunch table if they wanted to do something about the issue. Her friends declined, citing a
desire not to get in trouble. Becki then left the lunchroom and proceed to write a message
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on the walls of every student restroom in the school, 12 in total. In the course of a lunch
period, she wrote the following message in every boy’s and girl’s restroom in the school:
The district is trying to tell us that we’re not allowed to protest for better school
security. Are we just going to let them take away our voices? If you want to help
stand for improved school security join the National School Walkout on March
14th at 10:00 am. WE WILL NOT BE SILENCED!
After writing this message in Sharpie on all the bathroom walls, Becki arrived to
her next class, which was art. Her art teacher, whom Becki identified as “my favorite
teacher in the world,” looked at Becki, who was flushed and out of breath, and asked to
speak with her in the hallway. Becki related details about the ensuing encounter:
She could just tell something was up because I was flustered and I was a little
sweaty, because I just, you know, run around three floors, writing something on
the walls. So she probably found me in the hallway. She’s like, are you okay? She
asked me if I was high. [laughs] No, I was like I just did something I’m probably
gonna get in a lot of trouble for.
Becki immediately confessed to writing on the walls in the restrooms and reported
to the guidance office. Becki explained her rationale for writing on the walls as follows:
Well, you know, Martin Luther King was arrested countless times and you don’t
get anybody’s attention unless you stir the pot. So I knew that that’s what I
needed to do. And I knew that the media wouldn’t pay attention if I didn’t do
something that was worth their time.
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According to Becki, writing on the walls served two purposes: to notify students
quickly and to draw the attention of the media. According to Becki, the school responded
quickly to the bathroom writing.
Within 2 hours, they had all the messages covered up. They were so desperate to
paint over them that they used the wrong colored paint just to block them out and
they threatened to charge me with malicious destruction of property when that
was no more than graffiti charge. There was a letter sent out and hundreds of
people from the town emailed, though, to police station, telling them that I don’t
deserve charges. So I didn’t get charged.
Description of the Walkout
Becki’s walkout was the same as the one previously described by Janelle. The
following is an account of the walkout from Becki’s perspective.
On the morning of the walkout, Becki’s mother came to check her out of school.
Because Becki was already facing disciplinary charges related to the bathroom walls, she
had to be checked out or face further disciplinary procedures. Because the school was
threatening police action, the walkout was held across the street. Becki walked across the
road to where “every local media source” was waiting, along with the mayor and other
students who had already arrived. Larger groups of students began to show up. Becki led
chants and was interviewed by news sources.
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Use of Social Media
The walkout prompted Beck ito redownload Snapchat and Facebook because she
described social media as being a “very, very strong tool for spreading the word about
things.” Becki described how she leveraged three platforms for the walkout:
I posted a couple of pictures on my Instagram reminding people when it was, and
where it was and asking them to please participate. I posted on my Snapchat story
several times. I made several posts on Facebook pretty much. I used it to the
biggest advantage I could.
Becki used social media to communicate details regarding the time and date of the
walkout but also to emphasize that the protest had to be “peaceful” and “professional.”
She was particularly concerned about keeping the protest civil as the administration
threatened to charge her with inciting a riot. She also encouraged students to bring signs
through social media. Becki encouraged Janelle and other students to spread the word.
Unlike other participants, Becki did not create an official account for her walkout; all
promotion and posts were done through personal accounts.
After the Walkout
Becki cited the most powerful impact on her life was the knowledge that she was
capable of leading events like this and providing inspiration for people to use their voice.
Amy related, “It taught me that I do have a power and leadership skills in me that I can
take with me into my adult life and use on an even bigger scale.” This walkout also
encouraged her to expand her social and communication skills. She described it as such:
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I guess I’m kind of a hermit in terms of, like, I never really had that big of a social
circle. So, it I suddenly had to become somebody who could talk to everybody
and somebody who communicated everybody and that everybody could look to.
Becki was suspended for 3 days for writing on the bathroom walls. After the
walkout, the planning committee for the local March for Our Lives in Sawyer contacted
Becki to be a speaker. Becki ended up being the keynote speaker for her local March for
Our Lives and led the march.
Olivia
Olivia was 17 at the time of the walkout. Her previous exposure to activism had
been mostly related to LGBTQ activism conducted by members of her LGBTQ youth
group. Olivia organized a walkout for her public high school located in an affluent
coastal California town. Restricted by the geography surrounding her high school, she
struggled to find an appropriate place to which to lead a march, which resulted in what
she felt was a lackluster end to her walkout.
Pathway to Participation
Olivia’s pathway to participating in the walkout combined multiple elements,
including recruitment by an SMO; the Parkland shooting itself; exposure to youth
activists of her own age, including the Parkland students; and even institutional
opportunities provided through extracurricular activities. Olivia first learned about the
walkout on social media. She proceeded to look up her school on ActionNetwork.org to
see if anyone from her school had signed up. Seeing that no one had registered her
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school, she decided to speak with trusted teachers about signing her high school up for
the walkout.
I emailed this two teachers. I said, hi, I’m considering registering myself as a host
for San Marcus, for the National walk out in support of gun control, run through
the women’s March foundation. From what I can tell registering SM would help
publicize the event to more people and let people know that students and our
teachers are involved in San Miguel and care about this. I mentioned when the
walk out would be, and how long it would be, and I asked my teachers if I was, if
I need to notify administration about the event before I registered San Miguel, and
students have a right to peacefully protest at school, but I’m unsure about the right
protocol and yeah, that’s . . . and both my teachers responded and said that that
the topic had come up at their last leadership meeting and they said for safety
concerns it would be best to notify administration and they both would be in
support of it.
Her teachers expressed hesitancy about openly assisting her, fearing for their jobs, but did
assist her in finding resources and encouraged her to notify administration of her intent.
Planning the Walkout
The walkout planners used a space provided by a local Latinx nonprofit group to
plan. There were several face-to-face meetings. Initially, organizers from each of the
three local high schools tried to collaboratively plan a joint protest; however, they could
not locate a central location that was within walking distance of all three high schools.
San Miguel, Olivia’s school, did not have a park within easy walking distance, whereas
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Santa Cecilia High School, known for its activism, was located downtown and within
easy walking distance to city hall. The third high school was walking distance to the
university.
As other participants indicated, partnering with adult organizations benefitted the
walkout organizers. In addition to donating space for planning, the Latinx group provided
support in developing chants and giving training on how to breathe to prevent tiredness
and other activism tips. This was another example of how adults and adult social justice
organizations can support youth in their activism.
Olivia described her role in the walkout as the main organizer and her
contributions as creating the event, corresponding with teachers and administration, and
holding meetings at the high school after the larger area walkout did not come to fruition.
She also advertised the walkout by speaking to classes with teachers with whom she was
comfortable. In addition, she spoke with her leadership academy about the walkout.
The night before the walkout, the organizers stayed up late, “planning things and
getting logistics sorted out” at one of the organizer’s house. Specifically, they planned
who was going to speak and worked on logistics. This lateness of the planning may have
contributed to the issues experienced at the end of the walkout the next day.
Description of the Walkout
Olivia described the day of the walkout as being “more stressful and messy than I
could’ve imagined.” At 10:00 a.m., the organizers began walking up and down the halls
of their outdoor campus. “We’re walking throughout and down hallways for their
classrooms and we were like, not yelling, but, like, chanting, I guess, ‘walk out, walk out’
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and people come out of their classrooms.” Assembling at the quad in the center of
campus, the students held a rally. Reading poems and giving speeches, speakers spoke
while standing on a table and holding a megaphone (see Figure 21 and Figure 22).
Olivia’s speech included listing the names of those killed in the Parkland shooting.

Figure 21: A student speaks from on top of a table in the quad.

Figure 22: Students listening to speeches in the quad.
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After the speakers, the plan was to have the students march to a secondary
location. Olivia mentioned how difficult it was to get everyone to move. Eventually, the
crowd walked on a sidewalk down major roads to a local shopping center, where
organizers had planned for food and more speeches. Volunteers with red armbands,
including adults, helped keep the march moving and kept students out of the road. Olivia
described the march by stating:
On the way people, we were all chanting. The line was so long, there had to be
different chants and different people with different megaphones and people had
signs. So, there were different chants said by different organizers and different
people would like start them. During, people would honk their horns at us and
kind of either cheer or like, it was mostly positive reactions. But some people
were trying to be rude people from what I can tell. It was normally honking their
horns in support and people would come out of their businesses and cheer.
Once at the shopping center, however, things fell apart. Originally, more speakers
were planned and pizza was supposed to be delivered “as an incentive.”
So when we got to the shopping center area where we gathered, there was
supposed to be more speakers and we also tried to bring pizza there just so people
would have an incentive. That part was very difficult and did not really work
super well, but basically we got there and we thought that it wasn’t going to be an
issue to just gather there for a while but then the police came and they wanted us,
like, out of that space. And at this point, like, I was like, I don’t know what to do.
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Upon the arrival of the police, the event dissolved. Some students returned to school on
public transportation buses. Others did not return to school. Others went to lunch in the
shopping center. Olivia went to lunch with the other organizers.
Use of Social Media
Olivia relied heavily on Instagram stories to communicate with students, sharing
updates and logistical information. She related:
We communicated through Instagram stories a lot. Just like with giving updates
and stuff about locations about organizers. I remember all the organizers had a big
like group chat on Instagram, trying to keep things organized. Also one of the
organizers made a video. It’s really powerful, like, background, music, and words.
These Instagram stories were shared through personal accounts as the organizers chose
not to create an account specifically for the walkout.
Networked publics to subvert administration. Social media provided the youth
activists a way to advertise their walkout free of school administration interference. The
organizers posted posters around the school but the administration removed them. Olivia
remembered:
They would take the posters down and said you can’t have these and they put up
like a definitely a big fight in regards to, like the ways we were trying to spread
information, but they couldn’t do anything with social media. So that’s definitely
how we got the word out.
As mentioned, the organizers turned to social media to promote the walkout, where
administration “couldn’t do anything.”
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Examples of Social Media
The preceding section reflected data collected through interview and the
following section is based on data provided by social media artifacts. Instagram
screenshots were provided by Olivia to provide further evidence for this study. This
section details the different ways she used social media for her walkout.
Social media poll to gauge interest. Olivia investigated student interest by
creating a poll on Instagram. As this occurred early in the planning stage, the post
referenced a park that was later deemed too far. She was also clear about the potential for
bad weather. This post was dated 6 days before the walkout.

Figure 23: Instagram poll created to gauge student interest in walking out.
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Getting the word out. This walkout had several social media artifacts that would
be classified as “getting the word out.” The first of these posts, not pictured, simply
announced “more details about the March 14th SM walkout and march/rally will be
coming soon, so stay posted!” The next, also not pictured, announced the venue change
from the park to a closer location.
The third informational post, a digital flyer (see Figure 24), was intended to get all
the critical details about the walkout to students. Designed for Instagram stories, the flyer
included the time, meeting place, plan (i.e., March down Hollister/State), and purpose
(i.e., in solidarity of those who have lost their lives to gun violence and school shootings).
Designed by a member of Olivia’s LGBTQ youth group, this flyer was customized for
each of the three different high schools. Interestingly, the drawing on the right side of the
post made a clear reference to the connection between racism and gun violence. Out of
the end of a semi-automatic rifle, a Klansman, Donald Trump, and a confederate flag
emerged.
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Figure 24: Instagram digital flyer for walkout that alluded to the tie between racism and
gun violence.
Call for volunteers. The day before the march, on March 13, 2018, Olivia posted
a story requesting volunteers to create signs for the walkout (see Figure 25).
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Figure 25: An Instagram post calling for artists/creative people to make signs for the
walkout.
Reminders for the walkout. Two posts served as reminders for the walkout. The
first post, not pictured, merely encouraged and reminded students to “Please share that
flyer to your social media stories!!! We are walking out at 10AM TOMORROW.” The
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next “reminder” post made note of the adult volunteers, to be identified with red
armbands, who would be present to ensure safety during the walkout.

Figure 26: An Instagram post on the day of the walkout with reminders for participants.
After the Walkout
Olivia said the experience of organizing her school’s walkout led to increased
organizational skills, increased competence in communicating with large groups, and
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asserting herself. She also said she gained hope through the experience and was
comforted by the fact “that a lot of people care, a lot of young people, especially hear
about what’s going on and wanted to change.”
Olivia’s transition to a private women’s liberal arts college on the East Coast had
since curtailed her involvement in activism. She described the college atmosphere as
being very “homogeneous” in terms of the community having mostly liberal views. She
described herself as being open to attending protests, but not planning on organizing any
herself as “I’ve just been involved with other stuff right now.”
Malia
At age 15, Malia participated in coordinating a city-wide walkout for all schools
in her area, including her private high school. Malia’s experiences were unique because
of her location in a conservative, pro-gun state that had recently experienced at least two
major mass shootings, her experience as an African American female, and her
international familial connections through her immigrant British father.
Pathway to Participation
Malia did not know anyone who was involved with the walkout before deciding
to participate but cited the Parkland shooting as a major reason she decided to participate.
She related:
The biggest reason was . . . there was something that felt, I think for everybody,
that hit me harder, but the Parkland shooting than most of the shootings that had
happen during my conscious lifetime. It was Ash Wednesday, the day of the
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shooting, and I remember being haunted by pictures of parents, like, crying
outside school with the ash crosses on their foreheads. I had all that emotion. I felt
compelled to do something with it.
Planning the Walkout
Malia began planning the walkout by contacting the head of her high school and
working with him. Students were excused from class and could go together to the protest.
Malia created a group chat on Instagram with all the other area high school walkout
organizers she could find and started talking logistics (later she contradicted this and said
a group of parents pulled this together).
As the event was a city-wide affair, planning involved numerous people. The
event was organized through group chat and face-to-face meetings. The physical space to
meet was donated through a local nonprofit. Though Malia could not attend every
meeting because of her busy extracurricular schedule, she did attend many. These
meetings were not without issues, however.
Marginalization due to racism. Malia reported feeling marginalized because of
her race:
And I was the only Black organizer on the walkout team, and I’ve often found
myself being, like, spoken over and how my work taken credit for. And I didn’t
stand up for myself because the cause felt so much bigger than my personal
comfort. But looking back, I wish I had then more vocal about, because I did so
much work to make it happen. A crazy amount of work. Looking back, I wish I
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had been more open with people that I was working with about there needed to be
more mutual respect from everyone.
Adults as resources. Malia identified adults as “the biggest resource” for the
Austin Area Walkout.
A big part of what made the walkout in Austin so successful was we had a lot of
adult organizers reach out to us and help us out and they really knew what they
were doing and had a lot of experience organizing protests and so they were our
biggest resource, like, making sure that the things that we were doing made sense.
In this quote, Malia echoed the idea of adults as a resource that Ben, a previously detailed
participant, put forth. In both cases, the inclusion of adult partnerships enriched the
walkout experience.
Description of the Walkout
Malia’s walkout was planned with the blessing of her administration, so after the
normal morning classes, everyone who had parent permission to sign out of school met
on the deck of the school. They carried the signs they had made the previous day. Malia
“gave a little speech to everybody about how excited I was and how important it was.”
She then led the group to a park near the school, which was the rallying point for all the
area schools to meet. From the park, students from Austin area schools commenced to
march to the state capitol. Malia was one of the participants being interviewed by Vice,
so her initial interview occurred in the park and a camera crew followed her to the
capitol. At the capitol, a stage had been set up. Malia was one of the many speakers,
alongside other students, adult activists with Moms Demand Action, a congressman, and
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also Dave Cullen, author of Columbine (and later Parkland). The Texas Resistance Choir
sang the National Anthem. The entire event took about 2.5 hours once they reached the
capitol. Attendance was in the thousands.
Use of Social Media
Malia and her fellow organizers leveraged numerous social media accounts in
pursuit of their goal. There were official accounts for the Austin Area Walkout, and in
addition, each school had its own social media page. A social media lead for the greater
area walkout ran the Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter pages.
Each of these platforms targeted a specific audience. Facebook was used to keep
in contact with adults. The organizers used Twitter to reach out to journalists. Instagram
was primarily used to engage with students. Each of these platforms was leveraged on the
basis of the audience it attracted.
As with all of the participants, the social media accounts were used to advertise
the walkout but also for other purposes. For advertising, the students made graphics to
remind people about the event that were posted on their platforms. A design contest was
held on social media to create a t-shirt for the walkout. Funding for the walkout was done
through donations on a GoFundMe account, sponsorships, and t-shirt sales. They also
used their social media platform to spread information such as “statistics and educational
materials.” Promoting the event was the main purpose, though other significant uses were
demonstrated.
Though the official accounts were much more active, Malia posted the day of the
walkout and about a month after on her personal Instagram. The official walkout
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accounts have continued to be used to post events, information, and news articles. The
Instagram and Twitter account names were changed and became the Student
Empowerment Association (student social justice group) accounts. The group has posted
since on a wide range of actions and issues, including Brett Kavanagh, the Women’s
March, sexual health and reproductive health care for teens, and climate change.
After the Walkout
Malia, 16 at the time of the interview, said the school walkout made her realize
she had a voice and the things she had to say were meaningful. In terms of skills gained
through her activism, she cited time management and getting along with difficult people.
Her other activism revolved around segregation in the Austin area; she said participating
in the walkout was “a big eye opening experience for what it’s like to be a Black activist
in a predominantly White activism scene.”
Conclusion
This chapter presented individual cases, or within-case analysis (Miles et al.,
2014). The goal of the within-case analysis was to describe what happened within a
single, bounded context (Miles et al., 2014); in this case, what happened with each
participant. Each case was written as a profile that relied extensively on quotations from
participants, allowing the participants’ quotations to clarify their intentions as well as
“convey a sense of process and time” (Seidman, 2006, p. 119).
This chapter presented a profile of each participant that detailed a brief
introduction and background, his or her pathway to participation, the planning process for
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the walkout, description of the walkout, use of social media for the walkout, and what
happened after the walkout. In the three cases where there were more than one social
media artifact, a separate section describing the social media artifacts was included.
Additionally, some participants’ profiles included subsections that were unique to their
experience.
Many participants shared common themes such as Parkland as a key moment and
similar types of social media posts, which I examine in the next chapter. There were
differing experiences based on race. Janelle made very positive connections between the
civil rights movement and her decision to embrace the risk of punishment. Malia reported
the challenges of being “a Black activist in a predominantly White activism scene.” I
discuss and explore these similarities and differences in greater detail in the next chapter
using a cross-case analysis to report themes and findings. Five findings emerged. The
first finding reflects the various pathways that led the youth to participate in the National
School Walkout. The second and third findings show how social media subtly shaped
these pathways. The fourth finding relates to how the youth used social media for the
National School Walkout. The last finding details how social movements built by openly
networked technologies struggle to present a unified purpose.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS
The purpose of this chapter is to synthesize each of the eight individual case
reports through a rigorous cross-case analysis. The aim of this study was to examine the
role of social media on pathways to participation and in promoting offline activism
among U.S. youth activists. As described in Chapter 1, the research questions used to
guide this study were as follows:
RQ1: How do youth become involved in social movements, and how do social
media shape those pathways?
RQ2: In what ways are youth using social media to organize for change in gun
safety legislation?
Using the interview data, social media artifacts, photographs, and digital media
artifacts gathered, I will attempt to answer these questions. The findings emerged from a
cross-case analysis of all eight cases. The cross-case analysis began with pattern coding
and analytic memoing. In the later stages of analysis I relied heavily on matrix displays to
help me display the information systematically and draw conclusions across the
individual cases. The purpose of this chapter is to present the results of the cross-case
analysis of the data collected and to report findings related to the two research questions.
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Finding 1: Pathways to Participation are Varied
For the eight participants, pathways to participation varied between traditional
pathways established in the literature and newer pathways that involved online
components (see Table 7).
Table 7
Main Pathways to Participation as Reported by Participants
Participant

Main pathway

Lena

Previous experience (identity), direct recruitment

Brianna

Being asked

Raul

Key moment (bomb threat)

Janelle

Being asked

Ben

Key moment (Parkland)

Ami

Key moment (voice suppression)

Olivia

Inspired by Parkland activists

Malia

Key moment (Parkland)

Parkland as a Key Moment
All participants spoke meaningfully about the Parkland shooting as a motivating
factor for wanting to participate. Parkland affected the participants in several ways. First,
the students interviewed viewed Parkland as a national tragedy, with one participant
describing it as her generation’s 9/11. Second, the Parkland shooting was identified as
being somehow “different” than previous shootings that had become somewhat
normalized to these youth. Third, participants identified with the Parkland students.
Finally, the study participants followed the Parkland activists through both traditional and
social media, allowing them to connect and keep informed of the activism directed at gun
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safety laws. I cannot say whether any one of these made Parkland a key moment and led
to activism for the youth interviewed, or whether a combination of these factors affected
their decisions to participate.
The Parkland shooting deeply affected the participants. Janelle equated hearing
about Parkland on the same scope of tragedy as the September 11th terrorist attacks. She
stated, “Everybody remembers where they were on 9/11. Well, you know, I remember
where I was when I heard about Parkland.” Malia related how she was “haunted” by the
pictures of Parkland. She responded to being asked about what made her decide she
wanted to do a walkout:
Well, the the, the biggest reason was there was something that hit me harder about
the Parkland shooting than most of the shootings that had happened during my
conscious lifetime. I just remember being haunted by the pictures, because it was
Ash Wednesday, the day of the shooting, and I remember being haunted by
pictures of parents crying outside school with the ash, crosses on their foreheads.
And I guess, I just felt compelled to . . . I had all that emotion I felt compelled to
do something with it.
When directly asked whether Parkland was a key moment that made her want to
participate, Malia replied, “Yeah. 100%.”
The participants identified the school shooting at Marjorie Stoneman Douglas
High as being “different” than previous shootings. Raul elucidated his initial response:
I think I was in class . . . I think it was in the afternoon. I had the, like, the news
app. I know I got the little notification thing, like major shooting in Florida, but
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because I have so many of those I kind of just ignore that for. I was like, oh.
another shooting. That’s terrible. That’s so tragic. Like the frustration, but I didn’t
really look into it. I didn’t find out how bad it was probably the next day when
another, one of my friends was like this is horrific and I was like, oh. Is it
different than the 50 other ones we’ve had in the past 2 months? Which is so
callous of me and I’ve obviously don’t want to come across that way, but it was I
was like, so used to it that I was just like. Oh, there’s another one. I didn’t really
pay attention to it until later when I found it was really bad.
Raul acknowledged that though he thought it was “terrible” and “tragic,” he did not give
the Parkland shooting much attention because he received so many notifications about
mass shootings. Through his friends, he realized “how bad it was” but still questioned,
“Is it different than the 50 other ones we’ve had in the past 2 months?”
In other parts of his interview, Raul alluded to being indoctrinated to school
shootings. In other words, he had become desensitized to school shootings to an extent.
He touched on how Sandy Hook, the first school shooting he remembered in his lifetime,
contributed to this feeling of indoctrination.
I think that [Sandy Hook school shooting] was one of the first ones that I really
had a knowledge of it made every other shooting after the fact seem so removed
because how can you get worse than a bunch of little kids being hurt? Oh, it’s just
like, wow. Yeah, every other shooting afterwards is terrible, but my first . . . like
my indoctrination into school shootings was a bunch of like a bunch of 6-year-
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olds. So there’s no, so there’s no contest there. It’s just like . . . it’s always
terrible.
Raul, like many of the participants, cited the Sandy Hook shooting as the first school
shooting he remembered during his lifetime. This shooting occurred at Sandy Hook
Elementary. A total of 26 people were killed, and of those, 20 were children between the
ages of 6 and 7 years old. Raul referred to Sandy Hook as his “indoctrination” to school
shootings. He would have been 11 years old at the time of the shooting.
Though most of the participants cited Sandy Hook as the first school shooting
they remembered, the frequency of school shootings was another factor participants cited
as causing desensitization. For example, Lena discussed how she and her peers became
desensitized to school shootings:
To be honest for me, and a lot of my peers we’re really desensitized to it because
it happens so often. So, I think when it gets discussed, it becomes a really analytic
discussion, especially when you’re able to . . . [trails off]. I haven’t had the
experience of a school shooting and so it’s easy to separate it from my reality.
Especially when you’re primarily discussing it while you’re planning action.
Yeah. I don’t know, it’s like, you’re, you’re so engaged with that, but you’re so
removed from it at the same time. I don’t I don’t even know how to describe, but
it’s such a weird limbo.
She explained how the frequency of the shootings created desensitization, but also how
having never personally experienced a school shooting made it easy “to separate it from
my reality.” Lena explored how she was both deeply engaged with the topic and also
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removed from it, describing her activism surrounding the issue as putting her in a “weird
limbo.”
Returning to the discussion of Parkland as a key moment, Brianna recalled a
response similar to Raul’s reaction when she first heard about Parkland:
To be honest, I remember thinking, well, another one, like, and I don’t think that I
really understood the gravity of it either until going to school the next day when
we talked about it in my golf class. That’s when I really started to be like. Oh,
God. That’s firstly, I mean. It felt bigger, it felt more like this could affect us and
it I just start thinking about it more. And then, when we saw the speech is when it
really started to really powerful.
Brianna echoed several themes from Raul’s response. Her first reaction of “well, another
one,” indicated a desensitization as described by Lena. In making this comment, Brianna
seemed to mirror Lena’s remarks about the frequency of school shootings. Her
experience also mirrored Raul’s in that she did not “understand the gravity of it” until
talking with her classmates at school the next day. She acknowledged “it felt bigger.”
Brianna also made a statement that potentially bridged the shooting with the activism that
followed. She alluded to Emma Gonzalez’s speech being “when it started to get really
powerful.”
Many of the participants followed the Parkland students who were engaging in
activism after the shooting. By followed, I mean they not only followed Parkland
students on social media, they also watched interviews and followed the story in
traditional media. Located in rural South Carolina, Janelle and Becki both noted using
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social media to research information about Parkland and following the Parkland students
as part of that investigation. Janelle stated:
I wasn’t really using Twitter as my main source of information, but I did follow
the Parkland students to see what they were doing and I saw that they were doing
everything they could, and they weren’t just they weren’t just letting happened. It
wasn’t just oh, another school shooting. It was this needs to be the last school
shooting.
Similarly, Becki related, “I did my own Internet research about that and I did see social
media posts because I did go on and I followed the Parkland kids, and it was just crazy.”
Both related using social media as a source of information or as a tool to research. Janelle
in particular talked about she “saw that they were doing everything they could,” which is
discussed in more detail later in this section.
For some, the shooting itself served as the key moment; for others, seeing the
Parkland students engage in activism was the motivating factor. Olivia related:
Just hearing about the shooting and, I mean, like, gun violence is like a huge issue
and I think just I was inspired by the other youth activists who we’re becoming . .
. Like, they were really making their voices heard. And I just felt like like, I might
as well do that too. Like. I don’t know, I wanted to kind of help in any way I can
because it’s like the right thing to do and I want to change the legislation and stuff
and change . . . and I keep this are happening again.
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Other Key Moments
Surprisingly, Parkland was not the only key moment identified by the students.
Both Brianna and Raul identified key moments that were not the Parkland shooting.
These moments, described below, were what spurred them to participate in the walkouts.
Brianna identified her key moment as a conversation with a friend who expressed
feelings of alienation and isolation. Before this conversation, Brianna had been asked by
her friend Taylor to give a speech but was still ambivalent. When discussing the need for
stronger gun laws with her friend Patrick, she was surprised to learn that Patrick had
suffered feelings of alienation and isolation during high school, which he found to be the
contributing factor in school shootings. Brianna’s conversation with Patrick gave her the
inspiration and direction for her speech, which ultimately focused on creating a climate of
kindness at school.
Raul, though already very involved in social justice activities, was not planning
on attending the walkout for academic reasons when a bomb threat called in at a
neighboring school proved to be a key moment. Angered by what he perceived as an
attempt to thwart the walkout, he immediately decided to attend the walkout. Had the
bomb threat not occurred, he would not have attended the walkout, which led to his
participation in the host program for out-of-state attendees for the Washington, DC,
March for Our Lives.
Though these two students were both affected by the Parkland shooting, other key
moments were what actually prompted them to act. This illustrates that key moments do
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not have to be large scale; they can occur during conversations with peers or through
perceived injustice such as a bomb threat.
Being Asked
Two of the participants followed the most common pathway to activism––being
asked. As previously discussed, being asked to participate is one of the strongest
predictors of participation in a social movement (Shussman & Soule, 2005; Passy &
Giugni, 2001). Both Brianna and Janelle were asked by an organizer to participate.
Janelle was specifically recruited by Becki to leverage her social capital and
social network as class president. Janelle pointed out that Becki, in addition to being a
sophomore, had a very small group of friends, mostly drama club members. Janelle, a
senior, noted she had been very creative with social media for her student body president
campaign, creating a Snapchat filter with her Snapchat on it. Because of the large number
of followers on social media, she was the perfect person to recruit to make sure the
walkout was advertised to the student body through social media. In addition, her social
capital, or connections among individuals that formed a social network, as class president
lent credibility to the walkout, making her the perfect person to ask to join the walkout.
Brianna was the other participant recruited by a friend, specifically her friend
Taylor. It was not clear what type of social capital Brianna held at her school, but what is
known is that she was close friends with Taylor, one of the organizers and member of the
Associated Student Body. Brianna illustrated clearly the power of being asked; she
indicated she should would have attended but would not have considered a larger role if
her friend had not asked her. Brianna, as mentioned previously, was the most ambivalent

156

in terms of gun safety legislation. Her family’s strong beliefs conflicted with the opinion
of her close peer group. Though Brianna mentioned that she was arguing for stricter gun
laws with her friend Jeremy, it was not until he spoke about his feeling of alienation that
she truly became committed to speaking. This key moment may have allowed Brianna to
choose to discuss “being kind” as an alternative to speaking publicly about gun safety
law. It could be that making this connection allowed her to be inspired to speak on a topic
that held less conflict for her. Ultimately, however, being asked was the reason she chose
to participate.
Activist Identity/Previous Experiences
Unsurprisingly, the participants who had previously engaged in activism chose to
participate in the walkout. These participants already identified as activists and therefore
were more likely to participate in a social movement, having done so before.
Lena was an example of someone who already identified as an activist. She traced
her activist roots back to her formal education in elementary and middle school: “I went
to an environmental elementary and middle school. There’s just a public school on
Portland that really focuses on environmental engagement so it was just like a part of my
education.” She elaborated on her educational experiences at this school:
We would write up speeches whenever a pipeline was proposed or anything, and
we would go to city council and be like, hey, and then third grade, there was a
really toxic little pond in a park so we like city council, a bunch of ideas to fix it
and talk to TriMet, our public transportation system about bringing all electric
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buses to the city stuff, like that. And then, like, going actively going to protests
started my freshman year of high school.
Lena’s formal education allowed her opportunities and scaffolding to become involved
politically and civically with local government, leading her to transition to “actively
going to protests” during her freshman year of high school.
By the time of the walkout, Lena had participated in activism quite a bit. “I’ve
done walkouts before,” she explained, “I have spoken in front of legislators, in the
financial boards, mostly around climate action. I’ve just done a ton of protests. All the
good activism stuff.” She clearly saw participating in the national school walkout as a
logical progression of her previous activism. She related:
I just have been in the social justice/activism loop for a long time. I started doing
climate activism in middle school and gun violence has . . . was something really
on my mind from multiple years. And I had wanted to do some kind of action and
then Parkland happened and I was like, alright, like, this is like, the breaking
point, this is what I need to do something.
Much like Lena, Ben also came to the walkout with previous experience. He
described his previous experience with protests:
I was involved before, and I had also worked with a lot of other people who were
on the planning committee before, like, the week before I had gone to a rally at
the capitol to prevent gun violence with another one of the organizers also
through local organization. It wasn’t the first thing I’ve been involved.
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In this quote, Ben described at least one previous experience with protests, but he also
illustrated that he had “worked with a lot of other people who were on the planning
committee before” and had attended protests with at least one of the other walkout
organizers. Ben’s previous experience and his relationships with the other organizers may
explain why his walkout was the best planned and the most thoughtful of all of the
walkouts detailed in this study.
Two of the participants had previous experience participating in activism, but not
organizing the action. Olivia related how she had engaged in activism surrounding
LGBTQ issues before, but had not been in charge of organizing:
I was involved with activism stuff, but not to this degree of organizing myself.
Leading it myself. I went to protests. There was [the] Women’s March earlier in
the year before that that I went to. There was a protest in Santa Cecilia after
Trump was elected.
Olivia made a distinction between going to protests and “organizing [activism] myself.”
Malia made a similar distinction:
I come from a pretty political family. My grandfather was a state rep so I had
been to some protests at the capitol specifically around mostly like reproductive
justice. There have been a lot of protests on the state capitol around that, and also
the Women’s March of Austin was largely at the capitol, and then I just spent a
lot of time there, because my, my grandfather had a lot of events there when I was
little. My first big organizing event logistically was organizing the walkout. But I
have been participating in other people’s protests as well.
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Malia detailed the previous protests with which she had been involved, describing that as
“participating in other people’s protests.” Again, that distinction was made; both made a
point of distinguishing between attending “other people’s” protests and organizing their
own, almost as though being an activist was defined by level of participation or role in
the protests.
Not everyone with previous experience initially wanted to participate. Raul, on
the other hand, had participated in a significant number of protests before the walkout.
Like Malia, his family was extremely politically active. Because his parents were
political activists and their close proximity to Washington, DC, Raul had attended
protests and political events his entire life. Despite caring about gun safety laws, he still
initially chose not to participate because he was concerned about his grades. This
illustrates that previous experience does not necessarily translate into action; transitions
to college can serve as a deterrent to participation. His example shows that even if one
identifies as an activist, participation, even for an issue one cares about, is not a given.
Direct Recruitment by a Social Media Organization
Direct recruitment by an SMO also accounted for a part of the pathways to
participation. Direct recruitment can occur by the SMO directly contacting people or
through advertising. In this case, direct recruitment was not referring to SMOs, like the
Youth Empower branch of March for Our Lives, directly contacting students; rather, in
this study direct recruitment occurred in the form of ads on social media platforms.
Unsurprisingly, participants with more experience, like Lena, were more likely to
be targeted for direct recruitment. When questioned about how she heard about the
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walkouts, Lena related, “I think I saw it as an ad on Facebook. I’m pretty sure. Because I
have liked all those pages, and I was looking at them.” Lena described how she became
involved through social media:
And then I was, I signed up for, like, March for Our Lives student leader thing,
and I pretty immediately started Students Against Gun Violence at Graham, the
high school I went to, and we just kind of like, you know, put stuff and then
checked in, on the national dates, so we organized stuff for March 14th and April
20th, because we saw that those were the dates that were going to be used so we
wanted to align with what people were doing nationally as well.
Lena was already connected with these organizations before the shooting, having “liked
all those pages” previously. Her connection with these pages led her to see and sign up
for opportunities like the “student leader thing” and gave her the information, such as
dates, she needed to begin planning a local walkout.
Although none of the participants for this study were individually contacted by
Youth Empower, Ben related one example of a student being recruited by the parent
organization. One of the organizers for his walkout was, like Lena, someone who had
participated in protest previously. He said, “I know one of the girls was really involved in
Women’s March beforehand and so I believe she was contacted directly by a local
organizer for Women’s March.” This was the only example encountered in this study of
someone being contacted directly by the Women’s March group, and it was because of
this girl’s previous involvement with the Women’s March.
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Direct recruitment by way of social media advertisements also played a part in
recruiting students with less civic experience. Janelle, the student in rural South Carolina,
recalled hearing about the walkouts from Twitter. She described seeing information in
David Hogg’s Twitter feed as well as Instagram advertisements:
He had put out on Twitter the link to organizing a national walkout and also, I
can’t remember the account name, but it was sponsored. They paid for the ad
from Instagram so there’s probably multiple people paying for Instagram to put
this on my feed, but I do know it was the students that were probably paying for
all this.
This quote illustrates how social media was crucial to Janelle’s awareness of the walkout.
As previously mentioned, Janelle followed the Parkland student activists after the
shooting, but also noted advertisements were appearing in her Instagram feed.
This finding showed the pathways to participation in the National School Walkout
varied. Pathways included those identified in the literature such as key moments, being
asked, and direct recruitment in the form of advertisements on social media. In addition,
most participants reported multiple factors. For example, Janelle was asked by Becki but
also reported seeing advertisements on social media. Though this section focused on
reported traditional pathways, the next section focuses on the more subtle ways in which
social media affected pathways by increasing participants’ self-efficacy through
displaying other youth engaging in activism.
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Finding 2: Social Media can Shape Pathways to Activism Through Exposure to
Other Youth Activists
My research revealed another pathway not presented in the current literature. By
exposing youth to other youth activists, social media can have positive effects on selfefficacy, and ultimately, agency. Self-efficacy and agency are linked, and self-efficacy is
the first step on this path. First the participants must perceive they have the ability to
participate in or lead a walkout. In leading a walkout, students’ actual ability to enact the
event provides evidence of their agency.
This effect seems greatest with students in rural or conservative areas who have
fewer opportunities to engage civically or politically. For example, Janelle, in rural South
Carolina, talked about the Snapchat and Instagram stories on the Parkland activists:
Just after the Parkland shooting, it was crazy just the amount of people that were
talking about it and the amount of like, snapchat, like, stories that were coming
out. the Instagram stories that were coming out. The advertising was all about the
walkout and what you can do, and how you can set up a walkout in your
community. And I was just moved by that, because I knew that it was started by
those students, and I was just like them. Right then and there, I knew that if they
could do it, I could do it. [emphasis added by author]
This quote illustrates how Janelle’s exposure to the youth activists at Parkland, through
social media, helped her develop her own self-efficacy; by making the connection that
those students were engaging in activism and she was just like them, she perceived that
she could also engage in activism.
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Olivia also echoed Janelle’s comments about being inspired by the Parkland
activists:
Just hearing about the shooting and, I mean, like, gun violence is like a huge issue
and I think just I was inspired by the other youth activists who we’re becoming . .
. Like, they were really making their voices heard. [emphasis added] And I just
felt like like, I might as well do that too. Like. I don’t know, I wanted to kind of
help in any way I can because it’s like the right thing to do and I want to change
the legislation and stuff and change . . . and I keep this are happening again.
Here, Olivia clearly stated her inspiration stemmed from other youth activists. She also
emphasized her recognition of “their voices” being heard and directly linked that to her
decision to “do that too.”
For students living in urban areas, social media did not play as large a role in
pathways to participation. Established activists such as Lena or Ben already had both
self-efficacy and agency. To illustrate this, consider a quote from Ben:
I’m not too afraid of being a little ambitious. So it wasn’t it wasn’t something that
really phased me. I never really thought this isn’t gonna happen. [emphasis
added] The thought process was more of what can we do to make sure this does
happen.
Ben was confident in his abilities to organize a walkout. Doubt did not enter his mind.
Viewing other youth engaged in activism seemed to inspire self-efficacy in at
least two of my participants. Though only two participants gave direct quotes to this
effect, two out of eight participants represents a quarter of my sample. Though social
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media as exposure to other youth activists may not serve as a major pathway like the
pathways discussed in the previous finding, this phenomenon did give two of my
participants the self-efficacy needed to feel they could undertake planning their
respective walkouts. This finding demonstrated social media could and did have an
impact on how youth become involved in social movements.
Finding 3: Institutional Opportunities for Youth Vary Greatly Depending on Place,
and Social Media can Help Bridge Participation Gaps
When interviewing students across the United States, it was unsurprising that
some had more opportunities for previous civic and political engagement before the
walkout. In particular, three of my interviewees lived in urban areas, which tend to be
more affluent and liberal. There was a glaring difference between the opportunities
afforded these participants and the two participants from rural South Carolina.
Take, for example, Lena, who grew up in a liberal city in the Pacific Northwest.
She credited the beginnings of her path to activism with her enrollment in an elementary
school with an environmentally focused curriculum. Teachers presented local problems
for students to discuss, and the end result was frequently her class presenting possible
solutions to local government. This, in turn, led to her participation in environmental
activism, which prepared her for her leadership role in the walkout.
Lena touched on the many organizations she turned to for support while
organizing her walkout:
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There are just a lot of grassroots organizations within Portland public schools. So
there’s the step up program. All of those, so they really focused on social justice. I
found out about other environmental organization clubs, just like, generally like,
organizations associated with activism and then I reached out to them via email
and social media and I was like, “hey, are you interested in joining?”
Though Lena was describing reaching out for coalition building while planning the
walkout, the quote provided a great deal of context for the resources and civic
opportunities available to youth in her city. She described “lots of grassroots
organizations” with the public schools. She found out about other “environmental
organization clubs” and “organizations associated with activism” in her area.
In addition, Lena was active in outdoor adventure hobbies, which included
numerous outdoor leadership opportunities. This training taught Lena how to get groups
of people to work as a team in outdoor settings, a skill she transferred to organizing
activists. She credited her success as an activist to these opportunities.
I just really love leadership and, since middle school, outdoor ed, which means
that I’ve gone backpacking and done with specific leadership-based groups and
done a lot of trainings about empathy and inclusion. This is what a good leader is
and this is how strong groups work together. So I was really influenced by that
personally . . . I just that’s the kind of thing where I see it and I’m like “something
needs to be done” and that combined with my leadership training . . . It’s
something I love doing and it’s like . . . I feel like “fun” sounds distasteful
because it’s such a serious topic, but it’s really engaging and it feels really
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purposeful. And I really like doing things where I can see the outcome of my and
my team’s action.
Lena made a clear connection between her previous leadership training in outdoor
settings and her love of activism. Her previous leadership training combined with her
desire to make a difference led Lena to engage in activism, which she found “really
engaging” and “really purposeful.”
In contrast, Becki, located in rural South Carolina, did not have these types of
opportunities. Though Becki was involved in a number of clubs at her high school,
educational opportunities were much more limited in her small town. Rich extracurricular
activities, like the outdoor leadership programs in which Lena participated, were less
abundant. The grassroots organizations, environmental organization clubs, and
organizations associated with activism that Lena described would not be available in
Becki’s town, first because of the size of the population but also because of the more
conservative nature of her hometown. Becki lived in a conservative county, with 54%
voting Republican in the 2016 presidential election. The population of her town was just
under 13,000 people. The conservative nature of Becki’s hometown combined with a
small, rural population means the types of opportunities to which she was exposed were
less likely to be focused on social justice or liberal causes.
The opportunities each participant had and the previous experiences they had
engaged in each shaped how their walkouts unfolded. Lena was very successful in
leading a large, diverse group. She relied on her previous leadership training and her
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previous experiences with activism, which enabled her to effectively lead a walkout with
over 1,000 attendees.
Unlike Lena, Becki primarily operated on her own and her walkout was not as
well planned as others. For instance, once students walked out and crossed the street to
join the walkout, there were no planned activities. Though there was tremendous support
from the community, including attendance from parents, adults, and the mayor, there was
not a panel of formal speakers. Becki described leading the crowd in chants and being
interviewed by news media. Janelle described a similar experience:
We had people, you know, driving by in cars, honking at us, you know, giving us
encouragement and, you know, we, we were just we, you know, we’re holding
posters and we were talking and we were yelling, you know, chants and we could
see this the teachers watching us from inside the school, and it was just the it was
a really empowering empowering moment to know that, you know, not just us,
but thousands of people across the world are doing this exact same thing for the
exact same reason across the nation. And it was bone chilling. It was goosebumps.
Even though the walkout did not have speakers, like most of the walkouts detailed, or
action-oriented activities like Ben’s walkout, the walkout was still empowering and
meaningful for the participants.
Despite these disparate opportunities for engagement, both Lena and Becki ended
up at the same destination––leading a walkout. Social media was a common tie in their
stories, though its importance probably varied. Lena already had contacts; Becki did not.
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Lena was recruited by a student leadership program she saw on social media, whereas
Becki engaged with advertisements on social media.
Social media was the way in which Becki heard about the walkouts; it was a key
piece that bridged the gap in her previous civic opportunities and led her to participate.
As my sample size was small with just eight participants, I cannot generalize this finding,
but my study supports that social media is more important for youth in rural or
conservative settings. When social justice programs are lacking, social media makes
connections for youth who do not have in-person social networks for activism.
Finding 4: Youth Use Social Media in a Variety of Ways to Promote Offline
Activism
I conducted content analysis of 35 social media posts with qualitative methods.
The results of this coding resulted in the following themes being produced. The content
analysis also produced frequency counts.
Topical patterns emerged in terms of the activists’ intent regarding social media
posts. The most common categories were promoting the walkout, in which posts detailing
information about the walkouts were circulated, and gratitude, reflection, and
documentation, in which participants thanked others for attending, reflected upon the
event, and documented the event by posting photos. The next most common types of
categories were calls for volunteers and calls for action, which described volunteers
being solicited to assist with the walkout and post-walkout actions being urged, such as
voting. The remaining themes were gauging interest, in which youth employed
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interactive polls to gauge interest in attending a walkout, and fundraising, where students
were raising money for the more costly city-wide walkouts. The following results are
broken into two chronological categories: before the walkout and after the walkout.
Before the Walkout
Gauging interest. Two students employed social media posts grouped under the
theme of gauging interest, meaning the posts were designed to gauge interest in holding a
walkout among the audience. Both of these posts were done in Instagram and featured an
Instagram poll with yes and no options, but were from two different walkouts. Brianna’s
first walkout-related post was a gauging interest post (see Figure 27); she included
information on where they would march to, how far it would be, and included that the
weather might be bad.
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Figure 27: An example of a gauging interest social media post.
Ben posted the second of the gauging interest posts (see Figure 28), which could
be considered a “combination” post. Though it was classified under gauging interest as its
main aim, it also contained elements of promoting the walkout and logistics, which are
discussed next. This post contained an Instagram poll where 86% of the respondents
indicated they would attend and 14% indicated they would not attend. In addition, the
post reminded users that there was a walkout the next day, providing a date and time like
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the promoting the walkout posts, but also reminding students to wear orange and bring
their student identification like a logistics post.

Figure 28: A second example of a gauging interest social media post.
Promoting the walkout. Eight of the 35 posts were categorized as promoting the
walkout (see Figure 29). These types of post tended to include the following elements: (a)
time, (b) date, and (c) where to meet. Variations or additions on this theme might include
reminding the participants to wear orange or black or to bring signs, giving a purpose for
the walkout, or sharing information about what would occur at the walkout (e.g., “we will
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march to”). These posts were meant to be circulated to their peers. Often these posts
would contain a call to share the post on others’ social networks.

Figure 29: A example of a “promoting the walkout” post.
Organizers designed these types of posts based on the affordances of the platform
to which they were posting. For example, Instagram is not a text heavy platform, so
digital flyers had to be developed. Brianna, who participated as a speaker in her walkout,
recalled how the organizers used digital flyers:
They made like a flyer but like a digital flyer detailing the fact there was a walk
out. When it was going to be and where it was gonna be. Students were posting
that on the Snapchat stories for one, and also on their Instagrams.
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Facebook, on the other hand, lends itself well to creating events where people can
sign up. Ben explained how his walkout organizers made content to share on Instagram,
like the digital flyer described above, but then pivoted to discuss how the Facebook
affordance of events led them to organize partially through Facebook.
So we made shareable design elements that people could share on Instagram. And
so here, if I can look on my phone, I can probably show you what it looks like.
But we shared that in the days leading up to it so people would know about it, but
Instagram does not have the ability to make events. So, that was organized
through Facebook.
Snapchat, a popular platform, did not provide the affordances the organizers
needed, so in one example they used Snapchat posts to point students to the Instagram
content. Olivia described her use of Snapchat as similar to her Instagram use. She related,
“I probably posted similar stuff on Snapchat just to, like, kinda reiterate the same points
of the stuff that I posted on my [Instagram] story, like, reminders and stuff like that.”
Calls for volunteers. Four out of the 35 posts were classified as calls for
volunteers (see Figure 30). Specifically, the organizers were asking for volunteers to
assist with the activities to support the walkout. One example called for student speakers
for the walkout. Three of these posts called for assistance with making signs. Though the
majority of the participants interviewed organized a walkout for a single high school, two
of the participants organized city-wide walkouts. To pay for venues or permits, the
students engaged in fundraising online.
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Figure 30: An example of a “call for volunteers” post.
Logistics. Five posts detailing logistics of the walkout were identified. These
posts tended to be either planning posts keeping students informed of the status of the
walkout, or posts that detailed information needed for the day of the walkout.
Planning posts included changes regarding venue. For example, Olivia’s walkout
initially was going to walk to a park that was six miles away. The organizers decided that
was both too far and would take too much time and informed students of the change in
venue through a logistics post (see Figure 31).
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Figure 31: A logistics post informing students of a change in venue.
Logistical posts detailing what students needed to know for the day of the walkout
were more common and tended to be posted just before the walkout, either the night
before or the day of the walkout. One of the posts let participants know that some adults
would be present to support and “keep us safe” and that these “rally coordinators” would
be wearing red bandanas to identify them (see Figure 32). Another text-heavy post
outlined the timeline, indicated there would be a police presence, reminded students to
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wear orange, and reminded students to bring student IDs to get on the transportation back
to the school (see Figure 33).

Figure 32: Example of a logistics post informing students of adult presence.
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Figure 33: Example of a text-heavy post on Facebook.
Fundraising. One post served as an example of how organizers used social media
to raise money for their walkout (see Figure 34). Fundraising was an activity for those
organizing larger, city-wide events such as Lena and Malia. The money was used for
necessary permits and to rent venues. GoFundMe was the crowdsourcing platform used
for both walkouts that included fundraising. Fundraising typically occurred on Facebook
because the participants viewed the Facebook audience as being older with more
financial resources. Lena related, “Instagram reaches a lot of people, but Facebook, you
can do funding campaign through Facebook and, like, older people are on Facebook and
those are the people that have money so, that’s how we brought donations.” Lena
described the affordance of being able to do a funding campaign combined with the older
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demographic of users on Facebook as being key reasons to use Facebook for fundraising
for her city-wide walkout.

Figure 34: Example of a fundraising post.
After the Walkout
Gratitude, reflection, and documentation. Within eight out of the 35 posts, the
gratitude, reflection, and documentation theme was tied for the most common category
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(see Figure 35). These posts tended to have three elements of the poster (a) thanking
others for coming out, (b) reflecting on the event, and (c) posting pictures of the event.

Figure 35: An example of a “gratitude, reflection, and documentation” post.
Calls for action after the walkout. An additional four posts of the 35 analyzed
were posted after the walkouts occurred and called for additional action. Though the
posts promoting the walkout were also encouraging people to take action in the form of
attendance, these posts encouraged action beyond participation in the walkout. The
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unifying thread of this category was that all of these posts occurred after the walkout and
the walkout accounts were being leveraged to communicate with the audience built
through the walkout.
Two of these four posts involved voting. One reminded students that they could
register to vote at 16 years of age in the state where this walkout occurred (see Figure
36). The other voting post encouraged participants to vote in a local election and
reminded participants of the mayor’s “huge help” during the efforts to organize the
walkout (see Figure 37). The third post in this category encouraged participants to
download the March for Our Lives app to learn more about the local march or if they
were planning on attending the March for Our Lives in Washington, DC (see Figure 38).

Figure 36: An example of a “call for action after the walkout” post, encouraging people
to register to vote.
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Figure 37: An example of a “call for action after the walkout” post, encouraging people
to vote in a local election.

Figure 38: An example of a “call for action after the walkout” post, encouraging
participants to download the March for Our Lives app for the upcoming march.
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There were recurring topical patterns among participants’ social media posts
regarding the walkout. Despite large distances and a lack of guidelines from a larger
organizing body, participants posted similar types of posts. Before the walkouts,
participants posted on social media to gauge their peers’ interest in participating in a
walkout, to promote the walkout, to call for volunteers, to communicate logistics, and to
fundraise. After the walkouts, participants’ posts included those in which they engaged in
(a) gratitude, reflection, and documentation; or (b) calls for action. Though participants’
social media posting practices reflected a lot of similarities, the next section focuses on
the differences between participants when articulating the purpose of their respective
walkouts.
Finding 5: Organizers Stated Differing Purposes for the National School Walkout
The National School Walkout, though nominally spearheaded by the Women’s
March Youth Empower group, was a social movement brought forth by a large, loosely
connected social network. One theme that emerged was that this social movement,
propelled by social media recruitment, did not have a unified purpose among participants.
When questioned about the purpose of their walkout, the youth interviewed gave a
number of different responses.
A common response was that students were frustrated with school shootings. This
theme emerged through wording such as “fed up” and “had enough.” Malia illustrated
this theme with the following quote:
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It was definitely to make it very, very clear that students in America are fed up.
Fed up with the fear of gun violence in America. The significance of having it at
the capitol was the idea of holding our legislators accountable.
Brianna echoed Malia’s sentiments.
The purpose of the walkout was to show solidarity with the P students and also to
kind of show we’ve had enough, I would say is a big part of it. We’ve had enough
of feeling afraid in school. We’ve had enough of hearing people talk about it, but
not doing anything about it. It was really a call to action to the adults and
legislators in California in the U.S. Just to say, hey, we’re tired of it and do
something about it. And what was really cool is they had voter registration tables
out at lunch for students who could vote. To say, hey, you can actually do
something about it. You can actually vote now.
Paired with each of these sentiments regarding the frustration with gun violence in
schools was the idea to hold adults, and in particular legislators, accountable. Malia
talked about the decision to march to the state capitol during her city-wide walkout as
purposeful, “holding our legislators accountable.”
Another theme regarding the purpose of the walkout was to bring awareness to
the issue of gun violence. At least two of my participants articulated this as the purpose
of their walkout. Olivia gave an example of this theme:
I think to just to bring awareness to the issue and I think the intention was to
create such a huge effect across the country with all the schools that would be
participating that Congress would do something. That was the hope.
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In this quote, Olivia used the phrase “bring awareness” to describe the purpose of her
walkout. Like Malia and Brianna, Olivia also expressed hope that Congress “would do
something,” although, also like Malia and Brianna, she was unspecific in what she hoped
they would do. She also acknowledged the role of collective action in trying to move
Congress to action.
Lena, the most experienced activist interviewed, also echoed the theme of
“bringing awareness” but on a larger scale than the others interviewed. She described the
purpose of her walkout as follows: “To bring awareness to gun violence not only within
schools, but within all communities, especially communities of color, and let those
people’s voices be heard and actively work as youth on legislation.” Lena claimed her
walkout focused not just on gun violence in schools, but in the larger U.S. society,
particularly “communities of color.” Like the previous participants quoted, she mentioned
legislation, but did not give details on what legislation would look like.
Later in the interview, Lena did give specifics regarding the legislation she
wanted to see. She stated, “We wanted to see assault rifles banned, which has been up in
Oregon for the past 2 years. It’s been a big deal, and then background checks, further
legislation about where you can and can’t bring a gun.” Lena was unusual in that she
cited specific legislation regarding gun safety laws. Many of the activists mentioned
legislation but were vague about what they wanted to see when relating it to the purpose
of the walkout. Brianna was explicit when discussing legislation at her walkout: “There
was no specific legislation that the walkout was advocating for.”
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Other activists, specifically Janelle and Becki in rural South Carolina, were very
careful to frame their walkouts as being about “school safety” rather than gun safety
legislation. Janelle articulated the purpose of their walkout as:
I think it was more about school safety and more about just people like us, we’re
dying every day. They were scared to attend school. I felt like I was going to high
school to just practice drills. Maybe today is gonna be the day. I think that’s what
really made people angry is, was that when we had said that we wanted to do the
walk out for school safety, and we were told to not do it, we felt like that that was
their way of saying, they did not care about Parkland, nor the did they did they
care about the students that went to their school. It was weird that they didn’t have
as much passion to go along with the nation and walk out for our lives. Literally.
Janelle specifically framed her walkout’s purpose as being about school safety. She did
not mention legislation at all, although she expressed the same frustration with school
shootings that Brianna and Malia did. Becki also discussed the tension between what she
wanted and how she framed her walkout publicly in the following quote:
Because I’m in South Carolina, I had to be very careful with talking about that,
because that’s not exactly a favorite of the people down here, gun control. So I
focused my protest . . . I focus my arguments more on maybe getting metal
detectors in schools or calling for mental health evaluations before you get a gun.
Because if I were to say something about gun control, then I lose support from
many, many people in the area. Because this is an area that is not very supportive
of progressive ideas like that.
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Unlike the other participants from liberal and more urban areas of the country, Janelle
and Becki faced significant obstacles from the school administration. Janelle referred to
people being angry at the school’s decision to ban students from walking out, and feeling
as though the administration did not care about the Parkland students or even their own
students. Becki elaborated on the difficulty of organizing a walkout in a conservative
area, mentioning gun control would lose supporters because “this is an area that is not
very supportive of progressive ideas.” Though Becki personally wanted to see legislation
regarding gun safety, she could not publicly express her desire without losing
participants.
Even though Becki repressed her personal beliefs in public, she was still targeted
for organizing a walkout that might have any gun legislation purpose. “I was still
attacked,” she said, “People who took my words out of context. Attacked.” Despite push
back, particularly online, Becki persevered. She related:
There were comments on the Internet and they weren’t effective in any way,
shape or form. They just made the people who I angered feel better. And that was
that. I didn’t feel the need to respond because I didn’t want to fuel their fire. And
they weren’t touching me. They weren’t actually doing anything to diminish my
power or slow me down. So it was just pointless.
Becki chose not to respond to Internet comments targeted at her, claiming those
comments did not diminish her power or slow her down.
As illustrated by the discussion in this section, the purpose of the walkouts was
not well-unified as the social movement was loosely connected through social networks,
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especially social media. Common themes that emerged were frustration with continued
school shootings, bringing awareness about gun violence, holding adults and particularly
lawmakers accountable, and the hope that legislation, although mostly undefined, could
solve the problem. For those in conservative areas, the purpose of the walkout was
crafted as being about school safety rather than gun safety in acknowledgement of the
conservative local context, even if the organizers personally wanted gun safety
legislation. Despite this acknowledgement of local culture and careful framing of the
event along a more neutral purpose of school safety, the organizers still faced backlash
from the community, mostly in online forums. Overall, one can see that the articulated
purpose of the walkouts varied from school to school, without one unified, overarching
goal.
Conclusion
This chapter presented five findings that emerged from the cross-case analysis of
the eight individual cases. Finding 1 reflected the main pathways to participation being
key moments, being asked, activist identities, and direct recruitment. Findings 2 and 3
related to the ways in which social media affected participants’ pathways. First,
participants gained self-efficacy to engage in activism after seeing other youth activists
on social media. Second, for those youth without the same civic opportunities, social
media served as a bridge to give them a chance to participate in the National School
Walkout. In response to the second research question regarding how youth were using
social media to organize for change, I found the youth used social media to post in a
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variety of ways to promote their offline activism. Finally, the last finding related to how
social movements that scaled up quickly and relied on loose social networks, such as the
National Walkout Day, struggled to clearly articulate their purpose and how that purpose
can vary based on local contexts.
The next chapter presents a discussion of the findings by each research question.
In addition, I share unexpected findings and limitations of the study. I also discuss
implications for practice and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER SIX
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the results of the study. First, I discuss
the results in context of each of my research questions. Next, I discuss unexpected
findings. Then I consider the limitations of my study and examine implications for
practice. Finally, I outline two areas for future research related to activism in high schools
across the United States.
Alignment with Connected Learning Theory
In this section, I examine how this study aligns to the six dimensions of connected
learning theory: interest powered, production centered, peer-supported, shared purpose,
politically oriented, and openly networked. I examine how connected learning theory
supports my findings and where my findings diverge.
Interest Powered
Participation in the National School Walkout was voluntary and interest powered.
The findings for the first research question revealed how participants became involved,
the origins of their initial interest in the topic such as the Parkland shooting, previous
experiences with activism, or other key moments. All students interviewed expressed an
interest, or desire, to make a difference in this issue. This was evidenced by thirteen
quotations from all eight participants grouped in the key moments theme. For example,
Ben described how the issue of gun violence was one he was invested in:
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“[Gun violence] was just an issue I felt, and still feel, invested in and, like, we
have to take action because it's gonna be up to our generation to really sort of turn the
tide on this horrible trend. And so I just felt like something had to be done.”
Ben expressed in the quote how he felt invested in the issue and felt that he and his fellow
students needed to take action to stem gun violence. He clearly articulates that he felt
like “something had to be done.” His commitment to the issue motivated him to organize
a walkout for his school.
Production Centered
The production centered principle of connected learning refers to the active
creation that fosters skills and dispositions for lifelong learning. In my study, youth
produced not only an event, but also physical and digital artifacts.
First and foremost, they planned and executed an event, which I would consider a
form of production. The process of planning the event required the participants to
develop and exercise a variety of skills; time management, communication, and working
with others were the most commonly cited skills learned by participants.
Second, participants also produced a number of physical and digital artifacts in
support of the walkout. Students wrote speeches, wrote newspaper articles, and created
physical artifacts such as flyers, signs, and t-shirts. Brianna described sharing a draft of
her speech with her English teacher, who then worked with her on successive drafts.
Brianna cited learning to write and give a speech as one of the main things she learned
through her participation in the walkout. This is a classic example connected learning - a
production centered activity, driven by her interest, and supported by a caring adult.
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In addition to physical artifacts, participants also produce digital artifacts. They
drafted social media posts, created graphics and logos for social media events, and took
photographs. The digital production portion of the walkout generated the social media
artifacts that my second research question examined. By performing a content analysis of
these posts, I was able to identify the types of posts participants created throughout the
process.
Peer-Supported
Peer support was obvious throughout this study. The walkouts were primarily
youth-led. Unlike much of the research related to youth activism that focused on formal
organization with adult presence (e.g., Kirshner, 2008), adults existed on the periphery of
the experience as described by the participants. The movement was led by youth, with
groups of students conducting the planning and execution of the walkouts.
The participants gave numerous examples of how their walkouts were peer
supported. The most common example of this is during the initial planning phase of the
walkout. Many of my participants planned their walkout with their core group of friends.
For example, Raul commented, “people like my co-organizers at DC Teens Take Action
are also just like my friends.” Ben described how several clusters of friends came
together to organize the walkout at his school, “The rest of us just sort of, we had spoken
about it individually, like with two or three friends and then we all decided to work
together.” He continued on to say, “We all knew each other beforehand and what was
very valuable is we were a very diverse group in terms of our backgrounds and opinions.”
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In both Ben and Raul’s cases, the organizing groups consisted of peers and leveraged
already existing friendships.
Friendships played a role in recruiting others to participating in the walkouts. One
pathway to participation reported by two participants was being asked by a friend, which
further supports the peer aspect of connected learning theory. Two of the participants
were recruited by other students to participate in the walkout. Janelle, in particular, was
recruited for her online social network and her social capital as the high school class
president. Briana, as previously noted, commented she would have attended the walkout
but would not have spoken if she had not be asked to by a close friend. Those participants
who were asked by their peers served as an example of the peer-supported nature of this
event.
Shared Purpose
One finding was that the articulated purpose of the walkout was not uniform
between walkout organizers. In the most liberal regions, the purpose was stated as calling
for stricter gun safety laws. Other participants cited raising awareness. In the most
politically conservative state, organizers carefully framed their walkout as being about
school safety in order to not to lose support from the community. In all cases, however, a
frustration with school shootings and the Parkland shooting as a tipping point emerged as
powerful common denominators among participants.
Though the stated purpose varied, all the participants shared a common
background resulting from attending school in an era of school shootings. All of the
participants were born after the Columbine shooting and were raised in an environment
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where school shootings were not uncommon. From the interviews, shared themes
emerged of frustration with school shootings, wanting to hold adults and legislators
accountable, and showing solidarity with the Parkland survivors.
Politically Oriented
Connected learning is learning that is “oriented toward educational, economic, or
political opportunity” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 4). Though the articulated purpose varied from
walkout to walkout, the overall purpose was politically oriented. For those who stated the
purpose was stricter gun safety laws, the political orientation was obvious because it
involved a goal to change legislation. Even Becki and Janelle’s walkout, which was
ostensibly for “safer schools,” can still be considered political because they were
advocating for allocation of resources.
Openly Networked
The openly networked aspect of the National School Walkout Day was woven
throughout the findings. First, participants learned about Parkland and the subsequent
walkout from social media and through news apps on their phones. Social media affected
pathways to participation through direct recruitment, but also by building self-efficacy
through exposure to other youth activists as described in Chapter 5. Social media also
bridged gaps in opportunities, as discussed in Chapter 5.
In planning and promoting their walkouts, social media was an important part.
The youth activists used social media, an openly networked resource, to mobilize other
students to participate in the walkouts. Youth also leveraged the networks they built to
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issue further calls to action after the walkouts were over, demonstrating the openly
networked nature of their activism.
RQ1: How do youth become involved in social movements, and how do social media
shape those pathways?
In this study, I examined pathways to participation for youth and the ways in
which they used social media for the National School Walkout. The results showed
traditional pathways (e.g., key moments, etc.) to participation still hold true. I also found
social media has a role in shaping pathways through increasing self-efficacy and bridging
gaps in civic opportunities.
Key Moments as a Pathway
The results also confirmed existing literature on how people become involved in
social movements. Key moments, though a minor theme in the literature, proved to be a
major motivation for the high school students I interviewed. Nearly every participant
cited Parkland as a key moment, but surprisingly, two participants cited other key
moments: first, a conversation with a friend, and second, a bomb threat called in during
the walkout.
The concept of key moments emerges from social movement research and was
first coined as “moral shocks” by Jasper (1995) to explain how some people become
involved in social movements without pre-existing social ties in the movement. For
Jasper, a moral shock is "an unexpected event or piece of information [which] raises such
a sense of outrage in a person that she becomes inclined toward political action, with or
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without the network of personal contacts emphasized in mobilization and process
theories."
Han (2009) argued that personal connections to issues can motivate non-political
people to take action. She argues that values and concern are not motivation enough for
people to take action. According to Han, people must be triggered to take action, and that
trigger could be events, people, or experiences. I adapted her terminology of a triggering
event, but replaced the term “triggering” with the term “key” because I feel the term
“triggering” stems from gun culture.
In this study, the Parkland shooting served as the key event for participants.
Another contemporary movement, Black Lives Matter, was formed around the acquittal
of the murderer of the unarmed teenager Trayvon Martin and is fueled other instances of
outrage such as the murder of George Floyd while in police custody. Both of these
movements could be said to be founded on moral shocks, or key events that set these
movements in motion.
Being Asked as a Pathway
Social movement research had previously identified being asked as the top
predictor of whether someone would become involved with a social movement. In this
study, two participants, Brianna and Janelle, reported being recruited by a friend.
Notably, Brianna explicitly stated that if not asked, she would not have participated at the
level she ultimately did, which points to the effectiveness of this request.
It is not surprising that being asked emerged as a pathway to participation in this
study; what is surprising is that only two participants identified it as a pathway. Many
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empirical studies from both fields of sociology and political science have identified social
ties as an important element of who becomes involved in social movements
(Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; Passy & Giugni, 2001; Schussman & Soule, 2005).
Social ties to individuals in the movement increase the probability that an individual will
join a movement, and being asked by a close friend is more likely to result in
participation than being asked by a complete stranger (Klandermans, 1984).
Activist Identities as a Pathway
Two of the participants, Lena and Ben, were already established activists, and two
others, Malia and Raul, came from politically active families. Conner et al. (2018) found
today’s college students develop their activist identities slowly over time. This
description fits especially well for Lena, who cited her early education in an
environmental curriculum elementary school as the beginnings of her activist roots. Raul
and Malia, both children of immigrants, had attended protests over the years with their
families, pointing to a long period of time in which to develop their identities as activists.
Previous research (Conner et al., 2018; Corrigall-Brown, 2012; on social
movements and identify find that individuals that participate in social movements and
politics over time come to think of themselves as activists, an identity that is important to
them. The term identity refers to the names individuals give themselves and others in the
course of social interaction (Snow, 2001). Not everyone that participates in social
movements will come to identify as an activist (Corrigall-Brown, 2012); in this study,
Brianna identified herself as a journalist and stated a preference to continue to cover
movements such as the National School Walkout, but not to participate in them.
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Direct Recruitment by Social Movement Organizations as a Pathway
Direct recruitment by SMOs was reported by one participant. The literature on
direct recruitment stems from research on social movements and traditionally focused on
offline methods of recruitment. Though some research has been conducted on online
forms of direct recruitment, the research I found focused primarily on social movement
websites (Middaugh & Kahne, 2011), not recruitment on social media. Though only one
participant was directly contacted, all of the participants reported seeing advertisements
on social media for the event. It is difficult to assess how much impact the advertisements
from the organizing body, the Women’s March Youth Empower branch, affected overall
participation in the Enough! National School Walkout.
Though the findings confirm previous literature on pathways to participation,
participants rarely reported simply one reason why they became involved (see Table 6).
Rather, a combination of factors resulted in their decision to participate. For example, all
participants cited the Parkland shooting as a key moment, but Brianna and Janelle were
also asked. Raul was also affected by Parkland and had an extensive history with political
protest, but chose not to attend until the bomb threat at a neighboring school. This
confirms literature supporting the idea that multiple factors can influence youth activism
simultaneously (Maher & Earl, 2018; Corrigall-Brown, 2012). Maher and Earl (2018)
found that friends, family, and school can cooperatively influence youth’s paths to
protest.
Two of these factors that shaped participants’ pathways to the National School
Walkout included social media. First, social media can shape activism through exposure
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to other youth activists. Second, social media can provide opportunities for engagement
that span the gap in civic opportunities for youth.
Social Media can Promote Self-Efficacy Among Youth
Results showed social media can have positive effects on youth’s self-efficacy
and agency by exposing them to people their own age who are engaging in activism.
Though there is significant literature to support the relationship between self-efficacy and
political engagement, few studies specifically explored how social media encourages
self-efficacy. Although Bandura (1977) established the importance of observing and
modeling behaviors nearly 50 years ago with social learning theory, it does not appear
that anyone explored how this unfolds on social media with regard to civic and political
participation. Thus, access to social media may be important to the development of
youth’s self-efficacy. Also, adults working with youth activists should encourage them to
share their activism on social media to inspire other youth to participate.
Social Media can Bridge Participation Gaps for Youth
The second finding related to social media was how it can bridge the participation
gap for youth living in areas without many opportunities to engage in social justice work.
The gap in civic participation opportunity has been explored within numerous studies
(Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Gaby, 2017; Kahne & Sporte, 2008). Though these previous
studies have focused on factors such as socioeconomic status, parental education, gender
(Gordon, 2008), and race (e.g., Gaby, 2017), I found that access to civic opportunities
varied wildly by geographic region. The two participants in the poorer, more rural, and
politically conservative region had less experience and fewer opportunities with social
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justice organizations than the participants living in more urban settings. For these two
participants, social media is where they heard about the walkout and gathered inspiration
from other youth activists, rather than relying on existing experience and networks for
support.
RQ2: In what ways are youth using social media to organize for change in gun
safety legislation?
I used case study methodology to explore emergent patterns of youth political
social media practices during the National School Walkout. I gathered interviews, digital
artifacts, and social media artifacts. A content analysis of the social media artifacts
revealed patterns in practices among the youth activists. These patterns included posts
that promoted the walkout, gauged interest, called for volunteers, fundraised, called for
continued action after the walkout, and expressed gratitude, reflection, and
documentation. By posting on social media, youth shifted their civic expression patterns
from being fairly silent about school shootings to actively posting about their activism
surrounding the topic. In addition, youth used social media as an independent channel of
communication to circumvent censorship by school administration. The posts included
both Internet-based and Internet-supported practices, which are discussed below. Finally,
the social media posted by the National School Walkout leaders and participants may
inspire movement spillover, inspiring other movements such as the climate change
activism led by Gretta Thunberg.
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Shift in Civic Expression
Both the pilot study and the current study showed youth tended not to react on
social media to school shootings. The youth interviewed indicated the Parkland shooting
was a key moment in their lives and they had shifted their approaches to political social
media in response. The youth in both this study and the pilot study were highly unlikely
to post anything initially in the wake of a school shooting such as Parkland. Even though
the question was phrased neutrally (i.e., “Did you post anything after Parkland?”), youth
interpreted posting anything about Parkland as a political act.
Participants were extremely reluctant to post regarding school shootings, and their
reasons for not posting about what they saw as a political topic mostly fell in line with
already established literature (James & Cotnam-Kappel, 2019; Powers, Koliska, & Guha,
2019; Weinstein, 2014). Among the reasons listed were the beliefs that posting would not
have any impact on the issue and political conversations were best had in person rather
than online (Powers et al., 2019). Youth were also concerned about the permanence of
social media, particularly on future career opportunities (James & Cotnam-Kappel, 2019;
Weinstein, 2014). Others felt it was distasteful or self-promoting to post about a tragedy
in which they were not involved, worried that others would see this behavior as attention
seeking (Weinstein, 2014). The opinions of others mattered in other ways as well;
painfully aware of who their audience was, the high schoolers involved expressed
concern about what their older audiences, particularly family members, would think and
how they might react (James & Cotnam-Kappel, 2019; Manago & Melton, 2019;
Weinstein, 2014). In addition to the already established factors that limit civic expression
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online, my results uncovered two new themes regarding civic expression surrounding
school shootings: fear of school shootings and the inability to discuss the topic.
Weinstein and colleagues (2015) found that youth’s civic expression online
tended to become more restricted over time; my study’s findings differed. I found the
same students who were so reticent to post online after Parkland were fearless in
employing social media to promote their walkouts, which easily could be viewed as a
political act. When given a reason or purpose to post, students posted a variety of content
that could be viewed as political in nature. The results seem to indicate youth feel posting
about politics will typically not result in change; however, if they believe their voices will
matter, they will use social media to express themselves civically.
The key difference is what some scholars term latent versus manifest participation
on social media (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). Latent participation refers to participation that
is defined as “identity- and agency-building forms of activity” (Ekman & Amnå, 2012, p.
291). This type of participation is the everyday expression of political voice, the type of
expression in which my participants seemed reluctant to engage. Manifest political
participation, on the other hand, is when users actively promote a cause. The difference
between the two forms of participation is really the intentions of the individual users
(Penney, 2019). When using social media to support their activism, the youth activists in
this study were engaged in manifest political participation. Without a cause, they were
reluctant to engage in latent participation.
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Independent Channels of Communication
Social media provided students with a form of alternative or independent channels
of communication (Harlow & Guo, 2014; Lee, 2018; Lim, 2012). When her school
prohibited the posting of print flyers for the walkout, Olivia promptly turned to social
media. She related how the school administration took down her print posters:
We had posters that we put up . . . and they [the administration] would take the
posters down and said “you can’t have these.” They put up like a definitely a big
fight in regards to the ways we were trying to spread information, but they
couldn’t do anything with social media. So that’s definitely how we got the word
out.
Olivia, when confronted with resistance from the administration about advertising her
walkout offline, turned to networked publics in the form of social media because “they
couldn’t do anything with social media.” Social media provided the public space for her
to promote her walkout that could not be censored by the school administration.
Internet-Based Versus Internet-Supported Practices
The findings of this study allowed me to examine how youth activists support
their offline activism with Internet-supported practices. Van Laer and Van Aelst (2010)
made distinctions between (a) Internet-based practices, and (b) Internet-supported
practices. The difference is that Internet-based practices “exist only because of the
Internet” (Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010, p. 1151). Examples of Internet-based practices
include hacktivism, culture jamming, protest websites, and online petitions. Internetsupported practices, on the other hand, refer to tools one would expect to see when
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organizing a social movement that are now easier because of the Internet (Van Laer &
Van Aelst, 2004). For example, Ben and his organizers used Google Docs to plan and
organize their walkout; Google Docs served the same function as a traditional pen and
paper document, but allowed for multiple collaborators to add to the document and access
it anywhere. This use of Google Docs for planning represents an Internet-supported
practice.
In this study, I focused on Internet-supported practices using social media, unlike
the example of Google Docs. In Chapter 5, Finding 4 related to the types of Internetsupported practices that emerged from youth activists’ use of social media. The preplanning practices of gauging interest, promoting the walkout, calling for volunteers, and
fundraising are all examples of Internet-supported practices. The practices together
created a digital repertoire of tactics for youth who were organizing their schools’
walkouts.
Unexpected Findings
As discussed in Finding 5 in Chapter 5, organizers from varying schools did not
provide a unified purpose for the walkout. Tufekci (2017) pointed out that though social
movements formed by loose social networks are agile and able to organize logistics on
the fly, the leaderless aspect of social movements causes problems. Unlike more
traditional movements, such as the civil rights movement where capacity was built over
time, modern networked movements do not build capacity; rather, they scale up quickly
and handle logistics without ever building substantial organizational capacity. The result
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is modern, networked movements find it difficult to make tactical shifts “because they
lack both the culture and infrastructure for making collective decisions” (Tufekci, 2017,
p. 71). This also means that whoever has the media attention becomes the default
spokesperson for the movement, but without the ability to influence what happens inside
the movement. The National School Walkout suffered from many of the same issues as
other networked protests. First, it scaled up fast. The #Enough! National School Walkout
was held exactly a month after Parkland. Next, it did not have time to build a substantial
organizational capacity. This is evident in the lack of an articulated purpose among
organizers across the country. Finally, like many other networked protests, the movement
had difficulty sustaining itself. Organizers graduated and moved on to college, and the
movement, lacking any formal structure, has not had any nationwide actions since April
20, 2018.
Limitations
This study had two main limitations. The first limitation was the amount of time
that had passed between the walkouts and the interviews. The second limitation related to
the uneven selection from rural and urban settings. Both of these limitations must be
taken into serious consideration before engaging in future studies regarding the role
social media plays in youth activism.
The first limitation of the study was the amount of time that had passed between
the National School Walkouts, held in March and April of 2018, and the time of the
interviews, occurring in November of 2019. Participants often struggled to remember
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details of more mundane questions, such as “How did you hear about the Parkland
shooting?” and “What did you see on social media about the National School Walkout?”
but remembered planning and conducting the walkout in detail. As the interviews
progressed, participants would begin to remember more details. Ideally, I should have
interviewed the participants sooner. My pilot participants, interviewed in late 2018, had a
much easier time recalling details about their walkouts. To mitigate this limitation, I
asked direct questions to help participants reconstruct their experience.
Finally, the study only had two participants from rural, conservative areas. My
one participant from Texas came from a fairly liberal city, which probably does not
adequately represent the culture of the rest of the state. Given my hypothesis that social
media matters more for students from more conservative regions, it may have been more
effective to include more participants from this background. At the time of recruitment, I
was focused on including different geographic regions of the country, but too often ended
up with participants from cities.
Implications for Practice
One can see from Lena’s education in a public school with an environmental
science centered curriculum that practices in a formal classroom setting can greatly
influence children’s ability to participate meaningfully in civic and political activities.
Though not all teachers will be teaching in such a progressive environment, teachers may
be able to create and include learning activities that center around local, authentic
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problems that allow students to think critically, work collaboratively to propose solutions,
and present these solutions to local governing bodies.
Through this study, teachers, quietly supportive of students’ activism, made
appearances and lent encouragement in subtle ways. Teachers leveraged their contacts
with local grassroots organizations, listened during meetings and gave advice when
asked, helped edit speeches, encouraged participants, and expressed support privately.
Though educators may be reluctant to be openly involved with student activism, they can
support students.
The next implication for educators and parents is that social media provides
opportunities for civic and political engagement. As with any new technology, there is
always fear of the dangers that come with social media usage, including serial killers,
sexual predators, and cyberbullying. As Vickery (2017) pointed out, adults worried about
these risks are worried about the wrong things. The real fear should be the opportunities
youth miss when restricted from new media and technology. This study illustrated how
social media created opportunities for youth; youth without connections to established
social justice groups were able to learn about the walkout, follow the Parkland survivors,
and promote their own walkouts through social media.
For those working with youth activists, my study illustrated the importance of
certain social media practices. First, youth should be encouraged to share their activism
online. Youth seeing other youth engaging in civic and political activities can increase
their self-efficacy and inspire others to action. Next, a variety of practices can be
employed to promote offline activism through social media, as seen through the practices
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of those interviewed. Finally, sharing photos and reflection online after offline action can
create a digital archive of activism that may encourage more activism, also known as
spillover movements, much in the way that the Parkland activism inspired the climate
change activism.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study yielded several opportunities for future research to more fully
understand youth patterns of participation and how adults can support their participation.
Specifically, I am interested in examining changes in biographic availability between
Generation Z and previous generations. I also uncovered instances of teachers secretly
supporting students and am interested in the ways in which teachers can support students
covertly.
Biographical Availability
In this study, I looked at pathways to participation for high school students
participating in the National School Walkout, but I am also curious about how their
participation continues or does not as they transition to college. Historically, college
students have been active participants in social movements because of their available free
time, or what scholars call biographical availability. My study seems to show, however,
that the transition to college curtails political participation.
Social movement research has long established the idea of biographical
availability, or the “absence of personal constraints that may increase the costs and risks
of movement participation, such as full‐time employment, marriage, and family
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responsibilities” (McAdam, 1986, p. 70). The concept of biographical availability
explains why college students tend to be highly involved in activism (Petrie, 2004);
without needing to work or care for family responsibilities, they have more time to
engage in political and civic activities.
My study showed the opposite to be true. The students who led a walkout in high
school reported a sharp decline in engagement during their transition to college and
during the first year of college. Janelle described how her social media posting related to
her activism began to drop off as she neared graduation:
That’s when I was starting to graduate and so I do feel it’s just I kinda fell off that
wagon. I didn’t have much posted after March 22nd, which is totally my fault. I
did have graduation and life hit me after at.
Janelle’s upcoming graduation pulled her attention away from her activism. Becki, who
attended the same high school as Janelle, was just a sophomore at the time of the
walkout. At the time of the interview, she was a senior and described her senior year as
such:
I’m just, you know, a senior in high school, trying to get into college, taking AP
classes, so it’s I’m very busy. As weird as it sounds, I have to put my future first,
even though getting shot would . . . I wouldn’t have a future.
Becki articulated that busy her senior year was busy. When asked whether being a
sophomore at the time of the walkout gave her more time to organize, she replied
affirmatively: “Yes, because if this [the walkout] is taking place right now, I wouldn’t
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have been able to. I can’t do anything. I just do school work and college work.” Becki
confirmed she had more time, or perhaps biographical availability, as a sophomore.
Becki’s quote also pointed to another reason for the decline in biographical
availability in her senior year; Generation Z grew up during the Great Recession, a period
of economic decline in the late 2000s and early 2010s. Research shows Generation Z is
extremely concerned with obtaining jobs and achieving financial stability. This could
explain why, despite decades of research on biographical availability, this trend does not
hold true for Generation Z.
For the participants enrolled in colleges and universities, the decline in civic and
political engagement continued. Raul, the son of political scientists who had engaged in
protests his entire life, expressed how the first year of college had restricted his activism:
It’s been first semester and college. It kind of blindsided me. Just how much work
there was, but once I’m a little bit more established and definitely want to be
going to more of these. Every single class I’m taking has mandatory attendance.
And so if I don’t go, I get in trouble. In the future, I won’t be taking classes like
that, which means it’ll be a little bit easier. To drop everything, go to DC a few
days for protests but yeah, I got a lot of newsletters, emails or different, various
political groups like, hey, we’re having the protest. If they coincide with me, not
having a million things to do that day, which is most days, I definitely will be
going to them, but I don’t have like a super sharp plan right now.
Raul touched on a number of constraints the first year of college brought. First, he felt
“blindsided” by the amount of work. Next, the classes he attended had mandatory

210

attendance. Remember, Raul initially was not going to attend the walkout because of his
dedication to his academics, so he would not be inclined to “get in trouble.”
Raul did reference the future, in which he felt he would have more time and
would be “more established” and able to attend events. He still received newsletters and
emails from political groups and still intended to participate. Another participant, Lena,
the established youth activist from the Pacific Northwest, also voiced hesitation about
jumping into activism during her first year, but for other reasons:
Transitioning into the school and, like, finding where the issues are. Right?
Because I was like, I started doing stuff directly involved with my high school,
like, my second and third year when I knew the place really well, and I knew what
was inequitable about it. So, now, it’s just kinda like looking for those inequities
and seeing where they arise and then being, like, okay, like, let’s do something
about it.
Lena pointed to the transition to college and not knowing “where the issues are.” She also
pointed out that she did not become involved in activism until her second and third year
when she felt she “knew the place really well.” Lena perceived that she needed to wait
and become familiar with her environment before getting involved. She described her
plans for a transition to action: “I’m sort of in that learning seat right now and then, like,
gonna slide into the action seat once I know more.” For Lena, the transition to college
required learning about her environment and the issues in a local context before moving
to action.
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Lena’s explanation begs the question of whether these youth are experiencing a
temporary break from participation or if college is no longer a time of biographical
availability for youth. Previous research (Petrie, 2004) identified shifts in characteristics
in protesters between the 1960s to the 1990s. Further research on the impact of the
transition to college on political and civic engagement with a focus on generational
differences seems viable. This research could also be used to help leaders of higher
education institutions find ways to bolster civic and political involvement among their
student bodies. Rather than studying pathways to participation, one could extend this
research into trajectories of activists and potentially patterns of participation.
Secretly Supportive Teachers
Though some organizers, such as Lena, Ben, and Malia, experienced support from
the school administration, other participants, particularly Becki and Janelle in South
Carolina but also Olivia in California, did not have school administration that was
sympathetic to the students’ desire to walk out. In these instances, teachers quietly
supported students but not openly, fearing for their jobs. A future study of how teachers
can support student activism would give insight into the ways in which educators can
support students and the motivations of such teachers to support students. The secret
support from teachers ranged from encouraging words and offers of supplies such as
sidewalk chalk, to more substantive forms of help that resulted in learning; for example,
Brianna wrote her speech and took it to her English teacher for assistance. Brianna
articulated learning to write speeches as something she learned from her walkout and
described her interaction with her English teacher as follows:
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It [the experience of participating in the walkout] taught me how to write a
speech, to be honest. I wrote something and I took it to my English teacher and he
was like, “dude, we got to rework this.” It really taught me how to write a speech
effectively for one and also how to speak so that people will listen because you
can get up there and say things, and it could be the most beautifully written
speech, but you have to speak with confidence and I guess like impact. know what
would know what sentences to make something stand out. So learning how to
speak to people will listen and how to write.
Brianna’s quote illustrates how support from teachers for activism can result in teachable
moments and authentic learning opportunities.
Conclusion
In conducting this study, I set out to examine two aspects of youth activism in
relation to social media. First, how social media affected pathways to participation for
high school students who participated in the National School Walkout. Second, how
youth used social media in their activism.
Results of my study showed traditional pathways to activism, such as being asked,
key moments, and direct recruitment, still serve as major routes to action. In addition,
there was some evidence to point to social media as affecting these pathways, namely by
increasing political self-efficacy through exposure to other youth activists and by
providing opportunities for those without previous connections to SMOs.
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The study uncovered shared practices in terms of social media posting among
youth activists across the country. These practices included using social media to post
certain categories of post before the walkout such as gauging interest, promoting the
walkout, calling for volunteers, and giving logistical details. After the walkout, youth
tended to post two different types of posts: posts including gratitude, reflection, and
documentation and posts calling for further action, such as voting.
The study of the post-Parkland activism of 2018 is important because it
acknowledges that youth civic and political participation matters, not in terms of what
this participation means for their future contributions, but that the National School
Walkout mattered. The youth who participated in the walkout actually affected the way
we as a country discuss gun laws. The March 14th National School Walkout dominated
the media coverage, accounting for 5% of all news stories (Cullen, 2019). To put that in
perspective, the Parkland shooting itself constituted 2% of all news stories in the first 2
days following the shooting (Cullen, 2019). Though only one federal law, a ban against
bump stocks, has passed since the Parkland shooting, 27 states passed 67 laws in 2018
restricting gun access for at-risk people and strengthening background checks
(Vasilogambros, 2018). In 2019, 23 states passed 70 gun safety bills (Anderman, 2019).
Beyond actual legislation, post-Parkland activism has changed the way we discuss
gun safety laws in this country. In the past, gun safety movements have not had enough
membership, financial resources, or an influential block of voters to inspire political
candidates to touch the issue (Young, 2020). Because of youth like those interviewed for
this study, increasing numbers of candidates are championing gun safety laws. One poll
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in 2018 revealed gun policy was now the top issue among Democratic voters, topping
other issues such as climate change, immigration, and the economy (Newport, 2018).
To reiterate, these changes stemmed from youth, many of whom could not even
legally vote. Youth, inspired by the Parkland students, armed with phones, and connected
through social media, gathered around a shared purpose to exercise their voice and
concern about school shootings.
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Appendix A
Scripts for Contacting Potential Participants
To recruit participants through news reports (cold call email through social media)
I’m conducting study on youth that helped organized one or both of the school walkouts
after Parkland in 2018. I read in a news article that you were actively involved in
organizing the at least one of the walkouts during this time period. I’d love to interview
you about your experience organizing the walkout. The interview would take about an
hour and is purely voluntary. Let me know if you are interested or if you have any
questions about the study. Thank you for your time. Sincerely, Allyson Wilcox
To recruit participants seen on news reports (through email)
___________,
My name is Allyson Wilcox. I’m a PhD student at Clemson University. I am studying
youth activism for my dissertation. I’ve been interviewing people who were high school
students during the school walk outs last year and I saw your interview that you did with
the _____________. Would you be willing to sit down for a one hour interview with me?
I have yet to interview a student from ____High School. I’m attaching a flyer that has
more information. If you are interested, you can email me back or, if you prefer, you can
contact me via text at 864-364-0524. Participants receive a $20 Amazon gift card. I
would really love to talk to you.
Thanks,
Allyson
To recruit participants from Students Demand Action groups
Hi, My name is Allyson Wilcox. and I’m a PhD student at Clemson University. I am
conducting my dissertation study on youth activism study and need participants! If you
have any members who were active leaders in organizing the #Enough school walkouts
in 2018, I would love to contact them and ask them to be a part of my study. Participants
in my study would meet with me for an hour so I could interview them. I can send a flyer
that has more information. If anyone is interested, they can contact me via text at 864364-0524 or by email at allysod@clemson.edu. Thank you! Allyson Wilcox
Email to parent with consent form
________,
Dr. Danielle Herro and Allyson Wilcox are inviting your son/daughter _____ to take part
in a research study. Dr. Herro is an Associate Professor at Clemson University. Allyson
Wilcox is a student at Clemson University, running this study with the help of Dr. Herro.
The purpose of this research is understand youth activists and how social media plays a
role in their activism.
_______’s part in this study will be to answer questions in an interview and answer some
follow up written questions by email. With permission, the interview will be audio and
video recorded. It will take your child about 90 minutes total to take part in this study.
Before _______ can participate, we need your permission. I’ve attached a Parental
Consent form to this email. Please contact me or Dr. Herro if you have any questions or
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concerns. If you are comfortable with _______ participating, please print this form out,
sign, and have ______ bring it with her to the interview.
We will also ask your child if they want to take part in this study. _______ will be able to
refuse to take part or to quit being in the study at any time.
Sincerely,
Allyson Wilcox
Participant recruited through snowball sampling
Hi ____________,
My name is Allyson Wilcox. I’m a PhD student at Clemson University. I am studying
youth activism for my dissertation. I’ve been interviewing people who were high school
students during the school walkouts in 2018 and your name was suggested as someone I
should talk to. Would you be willing to sit down for a one hour interview with me? I’m
attaching a flyer that has more information. If you are interested, you can email me back
or, if you prefer, you can contact me via text at 864-364-0524. Participants receive a $20
Amazon gift card.
Thanks,
Allyson
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the study. I have an assent form I’d like for you
to read over and sign. I will give you a copy and I can answer any questions you have.
(After participants reads assent form) Do you have any questions for me?
I am going to ask you a series of questions. Some are about just general background
information about yourself. Some are about why you decided to participate in the
National School Walkout. Others will be about the walkout itself and some of my
questions are about what happened in your life after the walkout. At the end, I will ask
questions about your thoughts on school shootings. You can ask us to skip questions or
end the interview at any time. If you decide you don’t want to participate, we can stop at
any time.
Demographics
1. How old are you?
2. What gender do you identify as?
3. What race/ethnicity best describes you?
4. What grade are you in now?
5. What do you like to do for fun? (Interests.)
6. What kinds of extracurricular activities are you engaged in? (Interests.)
7. What types of social media do you use? What do you use social media for?
(Interests.) (Openly networked.)
Pathways to Participation
8. How did you find out about the National School Walkout?
9. Did you see any posts about it on social media?
a. Did you see anything posted by Empower, the youth branch of the
Women’s March? Did you search for materials on the walkout and find

219

the official social media accounts, websites, or other materials by
Empower?
10. Why did you want to participate?
11. Did a friend ask you to participate? Did you directly ask any of your friends to
participate?
12. Can you identify one key moment that made you decide to participate? If so, can
you tell me about it? (If no: can you identify what moments or events lead you to
participating?)
13. Did you see on social media any of your friends at other schools planning a
walkout? If so, tell me about that.
Offline Activism
14. My next few questions are about planning the walkout and how it came to be, but
first, walk me through what happened the day of the walkout. (peer
supported)(politically oriented)
15. Can you tell me how the walkout was organized? Walk me through how it
happened. (peer supported) (politically oriented)
16. What was your role in the walkout organizing?
Online components of activism (How did activists use social media)
17. Did you do any research before deciding to organize or while organizing your
walkout? If so, tell me about how and what you researched.
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18. Did you use social media to organize or promote your walkout? (Openly
networked.) (politically oriented) (probe for circulation, dialogue and feedback,
mobilization, investigation, and production)
19. Did you use social media for other purposes surrounding the walkout? (Openly
networked.)
20. What platforms did you use and how did you use each of those? Were any of
those new to you? (Openly networked.)
a. Did you have to learn any new social media platforms or learn how to do
anything new for the walkout? If so, describe it for us. (Openly
networked.)
21. Did you post about your walkout after the walkout occurred? (politically
oriented) (Openly networked.)
22. If you could go back and change or do anything differently with the walkout,
what would it be?
Future Plans
1. What other activities have you engaged in like this one? (politically oriented)
2. Do you have any plans for future activities like this one? (politically oriented)
3. In what ways did participating in the walkout have an impact on your life?
4. What skills did you learn from your walkout?
5. What knowledge did you gain from your walkout?
6. Did your attitudes or opinions change or shift through the course of this walkout?
7. Will you continue to stay involved?
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8. In what ways did the walkout impact your community?
9. How has your participation in the walkout influenced where you see yourself in
the future?
10. What are your goals for the future?
11. Is there anything else you would like to mention about your participation in the
walkout?
Reflection on school shootings
1.

How old were you when you began active shooter drills?

2. At what age did you realize this might actually happen to you?
3. Can you tell me about the first school shooting you remember? Which one was it?
How old were you?
4. How comfortable do you feel discussing school shootings? Gun safety laws?
5. Do you remember talking about it with your parents or friends? What did you
discuss? (peer supported)
6. Have your teachers ever discussed the topic in class?
7. Do you feel like you can discuss issues around gun reform or school shootings in
your school?
8. Where were you when you heard about the Parkland shooting that happened on
Valentine’s day?
9. Did you discuss it with your friends, and if so, what did you talk about? (peer
supported)
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10. What did you see on social media about the Parkland shooting? How did it make
you feel? (Openly networked.)
11. Did you post about the shooting on social media, and if so, what did you post?
Did you use social media to communicate about the event to your friends? (peer
supported) (Openly networked.)

Do you know any other students that I should talk to?
Thank you for participating in my study.
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Appendix C
Observational Protocol for Interviews
Descriptive Notes

Reflective Notes
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Appendix D
Parental Permission Form

Parent Permission Form
Clemson University
Organizing School Walkouts
Description of the Research and Your Child’s Part in It
Dr. Danielle Herro and Allyson Davis are inviting your child to take part in a research
study. Dr. Herro is an Associate Professor at Clemson University. Allyson Davis is a
student at Clemson University, running this study with the help of Dr. Herro. The
purpose of this research is understand youth activists and how social media plays a role in
their activism.
Your child’s part in this study will be to answer questions in an interview and answer
some follow up written questions by email. With permission, the interview will be audio
and video recorded. It will take your child about 90 minutes total to take part in this
study.
Risks and Discomforts
There are certain risks or discomforts that we might expect your child to go through if
they take part in this research. They include feeling sad, angry or fearful while discussing
school shootings. Your child may choose to skip answering these questions or can end
the interview at any time.
Possible Benefits
Participating in the study may help your child reflect on his or her experience. This
research may help us to understand grassroots youth activism and how youth use social
media for activist and political purposes.
Incentives
Your child will receive a $10 Starbucks gift card for participating.
Protection of Privacy and Confidentiality
Your child will be assigned a non-identifiable name, or pseudonym, that will be used
when reporting our research. All data that we collect will be stored securely in a locked
office and destroyed after 3 years. The results of this study may be published in scientific
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journals, professional publications, or educational presentation. We will request a signed
media release form before using the recordings in presentations.
We might be required to share the information we collect from your child with the
Clemson University Office of Research Compliance and the federal Office for Human
Research Protections. If this happens, the information would only be used to find out if
we ran this study properly and protected your child’s rights in the study.
Choosing to Be in the Study
You do not have to let your child be in the study. You may tell us at any time that you do
not want your child to be in the study anymore. Your child will not be punished in any
way if you decide not to let your child be in the study or if you stop your child from
continuing in the study. If your child stops taking part in this study, the information
already provided will be used in a confidential manner, unless you send a written request
to Dr. Danielle Herro.
We will also ask your child if they want to take part in this study. Your child will be able
to refuse to take part or to quit being in the study at any time.
Contact Information
If you have any questions or concerns about this study or if any problems arise, please
contact Dr. Danielle Herro at Clemson University at (262) 337-0205.
If you have any questions or concerns about your child’s rights in this research study,
please contact the Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864656-0636 or irb@clemson.edu. If you are outside of the Upstate South Carolina area,
please use the ORC’s toll-free number, 866-297-3071.

Parent Signature Date
A copy of this form will be given to you.
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Appendix E
Youth Assent
Clemson University
Assent to be in a Research Study
Youth Organizers and the National School Walkout Day
You are being invited to be in a research study by Dr. Danielle Herro, a professor at
Clemson University, and Allyson Wilcox, a Ph.D. student at Clemson University.
Why are we conducting this research?
We are trying to understand more about how and why students organized/planned their
school’s walkout and how students use social media to accomplish this event.
What will I have to do?
You would have to meet with us one time, in person or through a web conferencing
platform, and answer questions for about an hour. You can stop the interview at any time
or choose not to answer certain questions. If you give us permission, we will record audio
and video of the interview. The recordings may be used in presentations. After the
interview, we might send you some written questions and ask you to write down your
answers and send your answers back to us electronically.
Are there any potential harms or risks if I take part in the research?
We will ask questions about your thoughts on school shootings. Answering these
questions may make you angry, sad, or even fearful. If you have been personally affected
by gun violence, these questions may cause distress. You can ask us to skip questions or
end the interview at any time. You may contact one of the organizations below if you
need to speak to someone.
• Clemson University students may access psychological care through Counseling
and Psychological Services at Redfern Health Center, call (864) 656-2451.
• Mental Health America of Greenville County’s CRISIS line: (864) 271-8888.
Free, 24/7 crisis phone line.
• Crisis Chat: http://www.crisischat.org/, free chat line available 2PM to 2AM, 7
days/week.
• Crisis Text Line: Text “START” to 741-741, service is free through most major
phone service carriers and available 24/7.
• Contact a mental health professional of your choice, at your own expense.
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Are there any benefits if I take part in the research?
Participating in the study may help you reflect on your experience and strengthen your
resolution. Your contributions will also help others understand grassroots youth activism
and how social media plays into that.
Will I receive any gifts for taking part in the research?
You will receive a $20 Amazon gift card for participating in the study. You must
complete the interview and the personal reflection in order to receive the gift card.
Do I have to take part in the research?
No. Participation is voluntary. If you choose to participate and then change your mind,
you can stop at any time.
What if I have questions?
You can ask questions at any time during the research. You can call Dr. Danielle Herro at
(262) 337-0205 or Allyson Wilcox at (864) 364-0524 if you have questions. By being in
this study, you are saying that you were given a copy of this form, have read the form,
been allowed to ask any questions, and voluntarily choose to take part in the research.
Participant’s signature: __________________________________Date:____________
Printed name of participant:_______________________________________________
A copy of this form will be given to you.
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Appendix F
Codebook
Deductive codes
Name
Pathways to Participation
Being Asked (Klandermans &
Oegema, 1987)
Fan Activism (Jenkins, 2012)

Recruitment by Social Movement
Organization (Elliot and Earl, 2018)

Internet recruitment by Social
Movement Organizations
(Middaugh & Kahne, 2011)
Triggering moments (Jasper &
Poulsen, 1995)

Turning toward activism (Conner,
Crawford, & Yoo, 2018)

Topical codes
Name

Description
Description
Being asked to participate in a social
movement by those they trust.
Forms of civic engagement and political
participation that emerge from within fan
culture itself, often in response to the
shared interests of fans, often conducted
through the infrastructure of existing fan
practices and relationships, and often
framed through metaphors drawn from
popular and participatory culture
(Jenkins, 2012).
Actively recruited by a social movement
organization; non digital examples could
include mass media, direct mail, ties with
organizations, and existing members’
friendship ties to recruit participants.
Internet recruitment by social movement
organizations; examples could include
email, social media, websites.
When an event or situation raises such a
sense of outrage in people that they
become inclined toward political action,
even in the absence of a network of
contacts.
Involvement in activism as a gradual
process; no triggering moments are
involved.

Description
Description
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Description of walkout
Future goals
Hearing about Parkland
Interactions with adults

Parkland media coverage

Previous activism
Purpose of the walkout
Social media surrounding walkout

Use of social media

Inductive codes
Name
Activism as control or healing

Agency
Civic Expression
Exposure to other youth activists on
social media
Fear
Limiting and managing social media
Race
Risk

Participant’s description of his or her
walkout
Participant’s goals for the future
Descriptions of hearing about the
Parkland shooting
Interactions with adults, primarily
teachers, school administrators, and
parents
Descriptions of mainstream media
coverage of Parkland as well as social
media coverage, include survivor social
media accounts
Any previous activism that the participant
had engaged in
How the participant articulated the
purpose of his or her walkout
How the participant and fellow walkout
planners used social media for their
walkout
How the participant used social media in
their everyday lives before the Parkland
shooting

Description
Description
Descriptions of activism as a way to feel
more “in control” or as healing after the
Parkland shooting

Descriptions of
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Transition to college

Use of social media for walkout
Calls for action after the walkout
Calls for volunteers

Fundraising
Gauging interest

Gratitude, reflection and
documentation

Logistics

Promoting the walkout

Descriptions of civic and political
participation and how the transition to
college affects participation
Codes derived from content analysis of
social media posts
Social media posts urging action such as
voting after the walkout
Social media posts calling for volunteers
to assist with the walkout (i.e., calls for
speakers, sign-makers)
Social media posts raising money for the
walkout
Social media posts in the form of
interactive polls to gauge students’
interest in participating in the walkout
Social media posts in which participants
thanked others for attending, reflected
upon the event, and documented the
event by posting photos
Social media posts detailing what
students needed to know for the day of
the walkout
Social media posts detailing information
about the walkouts
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